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	1. Chapter 1

A/N: this might be under Hakuouki's tag but this is based on my own imagination fantasy and some historical events.

do enjoy this setting.

* * *

><p>Chapter 1<p>

In Shimabara, Kyoto I lived and worked as an apprentice oiran(pleasure woman). At the age of seven I was sold to the Pleasure House to feed my family. As a little girl, I wasn't that valuable to my father ever since my mother died of illness. He could have thought that selling me off to the Pleasure House was a great plan as long as I had a bowl of rice to eat. Still, my father didn't say anything on that day. Thus, ten years had passed.

Oiran were all marked with ankle accessories full of little bells so that we could be identified if we escaped. Some of us had tried it but were brought back to the pleasure house and were punished heavily. I had thought of fleeing but there was no way to remove the bells. If only I had a different fate.

OwO/

Keio second year, Shimabara was as busy as any other day but there was something happening around the town. Raids. People who helped Chosu[1] clan or Tosa clan were all captured by Shinsengumi[2] to be interrogated or tortured until information was given. Even if civilians thought that Shinsengumi was a group of murderers, to Shimabara, men of Shinsengumi were nothing more than customers. They visited quite often these days. Once in a blue moon they would get drunk and stayed until daylight.

One day, I was serving food and drinks to a group of people who seemed to be men of Chosu. I must applaud them for their bravery to step into a lion's lair. They probably didn't plan to speak out any of their identities and plans but sweet sake seemed to be tempting their tongues.

In the next room sat a man named Yamaguchi Jiro. He only asked for sake[3] and after that he asked to be left alone. He was a regular customer who usually came alone; sometimes with a group. Despite the name, he was actually Saito Hajime, captain of third unit in Shinsengumi. However, it was not pleasure women's privilege to leak it out after all, the fight between Bakufu(government) and Tobakufu(anti-government) had nothing to do with Shimabara.

"Excuse me, more sake please." A voice called out from the end of the hallway to me as I was the only one in the hallway. The one who called was Yamaguchi Jiro whose face was red. Was he drunk or not was unknown.

"Coming soon, sir!" I replied. I immediately walked my way to get a bottle of sake and returned to the guest. Sliding the door open, I excused myself into the room.

_His eyes are closed? Is he…sleeping? Uhm? What is that string?_ Crawling near, I reached my hand towards an odd string of white. Pulling it, I realized it lead to…the guest's feet. _H-his loincloth is…loose?! Why?! How?! Anyway, I need not care for—_

Abruptly, Saito Hajime stood up; returned from the sake trip to reality. Noticing me, he turned his gaze at me who was on four.

_Eh?! He's awake? At this timing? _Still holding onto the string, I felt my blood gushed up to my face and turned red. _Someone let me die. _I prayed. I was very certain no one couldn't withstand this kind of embarrassment. If I had to bear such discomfort, I would rather die. _Curiosity kills the cat, alright…_

To make sure I didn't anger or annoy him, I glanced at him and found out he wasn't there anymore. _Huh? W-where— _sudden scream rang loud. It came from next room. I walked stealthily to peek outside.

"R-run! It's Shinsengumi!"

_Ah, they got away. Wait, where's mister Yamaguchi? D-don't tell me…he got away too? B-but…what about his loincloth?! _With mouth agape I stared at empty hallway still with the string of loincloth in my hand. _What am I supposed to do? How in the hell will I face Saito Hajime the next time he visits?!_

That night, I decided to wash his loincloth and kept it until he came again. No, I had no idea how to return it. I supposed I should wait until he spoke of it.

* * *

><p>[1] Chosu Clan one of the clans which supported the return of sovereignty to the Emperor(Tosa Clan, Satsuma Clan, etc). They were anti-shogunate.<p>

[2] Shinsengumi was a military organization formed under the sponsor of Aizu Clan to protect the town of Kyoto. Most of them consist of men of low caste (farmers, merchants, etc). Contrast to the Anti-Shogunate, Shinsengumi was pro-shogunate.

[3] Alcoholic beverage made from fermented rice.


	2. Chapter 2

Chapter 2

Shimabara received news that the Shinsengumi would be visiting tonight. Having heard of such news, I realized how difficult it was to return what Saitou Hajime had left. Purposely or not, I had no idea. How difficult? Very. _How am I supposed to return his…his loincloth? _Even though I had been in Shimabara for many years, I couldn't just consult anyone; even my closest friends. It was common for oiran to receive some presents from customers but in my case… it would cause a commotion. Unlike others, I had never served a private customer before therefore it was odd to receive any present. Not to mention it was an unintentional present in a form of a loincloth.

"Himawari, is there any trouble?" Izu, a Tayuu(high class courtesan) who was my senior came into my room. She placed herself across me. 'Himawari' was a nickname, not my actual name. I received the name when I came to Shimabara.

"It's nothing." I smiled, shaking my head a little.

"Are you sure? You look odd. If there's anything I'll hear it out." Izu offered, frowning with concern. I knew she was worried, but there was no way I could tell her about the loincloth. If I told anyone about it, it would only put Saitou on disgrace. For now, I only hoped that I would have a chance to return it safely and secretly.

"I'm okay, Izu. Don't you have customer to attend to?" I changed our conversation. Izu was one of my weaknesses. I couldn't lie to her if she kept pressing on the matter so I must divert her attention elsewhere. _I suppose I can take this as an exercise…lying exercise…_

"Oh no. I must get going." Izu propped herself up. "Himawari, we must be skillful in acting and we must not show any emotions to customers until we reach intimate level. But to each other, we are free to share whatever trouble we have. I'll listen to you later, alright?" She said before leaving my room.

"I understand." I managed to reply before Izu shut the door. I sighed. I just dug my own grave. How would I tell her about the loincloth?! _No matter how you think about it, it… it's awkward! _I had to think of something else. I had to lie. Anyway, I must get ready, it was almost night time. Choosing between many hair pins, I had a dilemma over the blue and the red. _Will I have a chance to return his underwear?_ Thinking about Saitou Hajime, my hand touched a pin with a white flower. _White…his loincloth is the same as well…w-what am I thinking?! I must get my mind out of it! But…this hairpin fits the color of kimono**[1]** I wear now. I suppose it's one of those called coincidence._ I chuckled shyly.

Soon I was called to help bringing some sake to early customers. I immediately marched there as soon as I pushed that one pin into the bun of my hair. Making sure it was tight in place, I pushed it several times before I left my room.

"Himawari, you are at food decorating section today." The Owner of the Pleasure House, Sayaka said. I bowed and walked passed her into the kitchen. Food for tonight's guests were rice, grilled fish, miso soup and three pieces of manjuu(cake filled with red bean paste). I arranged them accordingly and placed them on each tray enough for twenty men. By the corner of my eyes, I saw some leftovers. No, it was purposely left there. It must be Izu who did it. A warmth began to spread on my chest, I was happy for having such a great senior—an older sister.

"Himawari, those are yours! Izu left it for you!" Sayaka shouted.

"I understand!" I shouted back. I took a paper wrapping and wrapped those manjuu. I could eat it during a short rest. I sprinted towards my room and kept it in a drawer. _I guess I can have some…_ I pulled the drawer open and unfolded the wrapping. Actually…I had a bad habit of taking a large bite. Of course I never showed it to anyone. I took two manjuus and put it in my mouth, chewing it as I felt the sweet red bean paste melted in my mouth. It was one of my weaknesses; sweets. _Eating sweets is one of world's happiness._ I thought as I savored the taste.

"Oh no, I must bring the food to the room!" I remembered suddenly of my job. I hurried out of my room and marched back to the kitchen. Bringing the tray one by one, helped by several oiran, we cleared our first job.

_I didn't manage to eat the last piece of manjuu…I suppose I can have it now._ I thought as I excused myself to my room yet once again. I opened the drawer and unfolded the wrapping eventually swallowed the last piece of manjuu. Drowned in the sweetness I squealed.

"Himawari-don[2]! You are called to serve the customers!" A koshi[3] came calling for me.

"Ah! Yes! I'll be on my way!" It was saddening that I had to hurry to work. Not forgetting the important item to return to the owner, I wrapped it with a cloth and kept it in my sleeve.

Walking down the stairs I saw a customer who seemed troubled. So I approached him asking what was bothering him. He told me that he got lost. It wasn't weird, first comers got lost often. I told him to follow me downstairs to the main entrance. He could ask someone to teach him a few things around Shimabara. As we walked down the stairs, I didn't realize that I dropped the 'package'.

"Ah, excuse me." The customer called.

I turned my back and to my greatest surprise which almost made my heart stop, he was bending down to reach for the 'package'. I was flabbergasted. If the customer were to see the content then it would definitely hurt my dignity and Saitou's dignity. I must do something to prevent him from picking it up. _Come on myself, think, think, think! There must be some way! Ah! No choice, I must do it._

"What is this?"

"Ugh! Ah! It…hurts! It hurts!" I purposely dropped myself on the stairs (left three steps to the floor), slid my butt on the stairs and yelped out painfully. "Please…call the owner… from this hallway to the left." I pointed towards the direction.

"Ah! Yes! Hold on!" He panicked and ran to where I pointed. "Someone! An oiran tripped and fell from the stairs!"

As soon as his figure disappeared to left, I picked myself up, took off my socks and ran with every ounce of strength I had to run upstairs. Running with my fastest speed, I bent a bit to my right side so that my right hand could reach the 'package' and hid it in my sleeve again. However it was not over. Footsteps were audible; I had to run further away. Still not losing my will, I kept running to the last room on second floor. Swinging the door open with my might, I entered and shut the door. Breathing heavily, I was relieved. _Bare-foot is my ability, will is my capability, running is my specialty!_

OvO/

I reached the main entrance again and saw twenty men entering. Among them I saw someone I recognized. _Saitou-han[4]…_ We who belonged to the Shimabara lead them to the room we had prepared. Despite the nasty rumors about them being killers, they were oddly…loud. They actually boasted about themselves with their regular oirans. I knew they were regular but this was my first time welcoming them, I thought they would be silent. They proved me wrong though. Since they had their regulars, it meant I would serve other customer in other room.

"Welcome and enjoy your stay." We bowed, leading men of Shinsengumi into the room. One by one they entered starting from their commander the famous Kondou Isami, the vice-commander, Hijikata Toshizou, Captains of Units then the other soldiers. As Saitou walked passed me, I felt his gaze on me. That moment, I felt everything was in slow motion. His black eyes seemed to see through me. I felt my heart fluttered and my blood rushed to my head, warming my face. _Does he remember me?_

"What is it Saitou?" Asked someone who came next to Saitou.

"This oiran…Nothing, Nagakura." Replied Saitou.

"Oh! She looks fine. Let her serve you—oh no, let two girls serve you today for your hard work that day! Right, Hijikata-san?" Another man with braided long hair teased. He was Sanosuke Harada.

"Sure! Why not! Bring her in!" The Vice-commander, Hijikata agreed.

I just stood there; stunned. _He…allowed me to serve him? I…but-_ Someone nudged me from behind abruptly. I glanced behind and saw it was Izu. _ It's bad to steal other's customer, but it's worse to not serve._ I breathed out a little sigh not loud enough to be heard by others; hopefully. I took a step into the room, following Saitou.

"We are here to celebrate Saitou's success in tailing the spy from Chosuu who took their roots here a few days ago! Raise up your sake!" Hijikata stood up, raising his cup of sake. In unison, his men followed.

"For Saitou's success!" They gulped down their sake and that started the party. Nagakura Shinpachi started to strip his upper shirt and did belly dance along with Sanosuke Harada. Heisuke who seemed to be the youngest member did an imitation of their vice-commander and received a lecture. Other members also did some attractions except for Saitou.

"Saitou-han, please drink more." Saitou's regular oiran, Midori poured sake into his cup but Saitou didn't reach for it. Instead, he put three pieces of manjuu into his mouth and chewed it.

"Uhm—" I opened my mouth to speak but then…

"Saitou-han, why won't you drink the sake which I have poured for you?" Midori interrupted.

"I leave the best for last." Saitou answered.

"Do you not like—" I attempted again but I received glares from Midori. _The competition is tough…_ I thought as I looked away from her glares.

"Do you not like sweets? Why do you eat them first?" Midori interrupted again.

"I like sweets. I prefer eating sweets before drinking sake." Saitou replied as he swallowed down what he had chewed. Then he reached for the cup and drank the sake. For an instant, he seemed very happy despite his stoic expression.

"Himawari, would you play the shamisen[5]?" Midori asked, smiling slyly. Knowing fully what she meant, I bowed before I stood up and excused myself out of the room.

\OvO

I went to the room where we kept instruments and took a shamisen with its pick. _Midori…she told Sayaka-sama**[6]** that she would take her first customer. Did she mean Saitou-han? How will compete? I haven't chosen my first customer. Despite having levels of choosing partner, I don't see any proper partner yet. If…if I had to choose among men, I would choose…Saitou-han. Still…I can't possible steal Midori's customer._ I sighed.

"What is it?"

"It's about Saitou-han."

"I see. If you're bothered about that. Don't worry, he isn't Midori's first customer."

"Is that true?!" I turned my back and saw Izu, smiling like of a fox. I had been answering unconsciously! How silly of me! I felt my face turned red. I cast my eyes downward. _She's such a bully! _I pouted.

"Himawari." Izu called.

"What? Teasing me?" I asked, knitting my brows together.

"Have some confidence. You are beautiful. First time is very important to your kind; new leaves. Choose someone you are willing to give yourself to." Izu smiled, pinching my cheeks gently with both hands.

"Do you think so?" I asked as my cheeks were being squeezed between Izu's palms.

"Of course. My experiences are not for vain. Trust me." Izu chuckled and let go of my cheeks. Returning her smiles, I smiled brightly at her, showing teeth.

"Thanks, Izu—" A sudden pain coursed through my core. I felt something lurched within. I reflexively held onto my tummy. A foreign chill spread down my spine. It was horrible. Taking first step, I pushed Izu away and headed towards the restroom. _First floor's restroom is far. But I have no choice._

Walking towards the end of the hallway as I endured the pain within, I met Saitou at the end of the stairs leading to upstairs. _N…Not with this appearance!_ I started running towards the hallway. I hoped Saitou didn't recognize me who was bending down, tottering with both hands on my tummy.

"Wait!" A voice called out from behind me. _Please don't tell it's who I think it is. _I glanced backward and saw who I thought it was. _Saitou-han?!_

"Please don't chase me!" I shouted. _I am embarrassing enough!_

"Could you please tell me where the restroom is?! Urgent!" He shouted. But I was at the verge of letting everything out. I felt sorry but I had to use it no matter what. Running with all my might, I didn't reply Saitou. When I realized, Saitou was chasing up to me. He was a step faster than me. _I mustn't lose!_ I increased my speed. With my bare feet I was certain I wouldn't lose. However, Saitou was a trained soldier. He wasn't losing either. He reached an arm and grabbed my kimono from behind, pulling me behind him. It was a dirty play so I raced to his side and tickled him by his side.

Reaching the door, we competed who slid the door faster and entered the restroom faster. I reached for the door but Saitou hit my hand away. I hit his hand away and used my other hand to reach for the door. He hit my hand away again and reached for the door. He slid open the door but I reach a leg out and tripped him. I was guilt-ridden but I had no choice. I entered and shut the door.

"I am very sorry, Saitou-han!" I shouted but there was no reply. That time I was worried whether Saitou had fainted or had he left. But I was dealing with the grumble in my belly. _Must be the manjuu that I ate…_

OvOb

That night, Saitou seemed to have asked for permission to return to Shinsengumi Headquarters first, saying he had emergency. The other members kept having their fun until late night before they returned. By the time they were exiting the entrance, I had just finished a business with my stomach. Then I realized.

_I forgot to return his loincloth!_ That night I couldn't sleep at all, thinking about how I should face Saitou if he came again. I hoped he would visit again but at the same time I also hoped he wouldn't come.

* * *

><p>[1] Japanese traditional clothes.<p>

[2] An honorific used by koshi to call older people around.

[3] Little girl who serves Tayuu.

[4]honorific used in Kyoto. Usually used by oiran when referring to a customer.

[5] Traditional three-stringed instrument.

[6] Honorific used to refer to someone of a great status or used to refer to someone with great respect.


	3. Chapter 3

Chapter 3

_I wonder what this feeling is… I want to meet him but at the same time I don't want as well. I admit that I like him more than other customers…is this…love? No, I merely favor him over others. I must be hallucinating from yesterday's difficult business in the toilet. Sayaka-sama said the regular shop that Shimabara usually buys sweets from, gave the expired manjuu. The owner has apologized and has paid some ransom. So everything is alright for now._ I buried myself under my blanket, blocking away the sunlight which peered into my room. The birds were chirping cheerfully. Despite the nice weather, I refused to wake up. Pondering the whole night about Saitou had cost my energy this morning. _I need more sleep…_ I shut my eyes and—

"Hima! It's morning! Come on! Wake up! We need to prepare for our business today!" Izu's voice rang as she barged into my room. I peeked from under my blanket and narrowed my eyes at Izu. _Izu-nee has done her hair and make-up…so early in the morning…_ I shut my eyes, diving into the abyss of my mattress.

"Hima! Wake up!" Izu pestered.

"Can't you spare me for another ten minutes?" I begged; doubtful that she would let me sleep anymore. I was correct.

"No. Come on. Chop chop, time for business!" Izu knelt down and began to tug my blanket.

"D-don't pull my blanket! I-I'm not wearing anything!" I was suddenly panicked. I knew it was my bad habit of sleeping without wearing anything because it was more comfortable that way but I had a complete disagreement with people barging into my room when I was sleeping. Truthfully saying, I was very embarrassed when Izu tried to pull my blanket away.

Izu, being quite the mischievous person insisted and pulled my blanket away. I immediately reached for my kimono and covered myself with it. _She's so mean! What is happening to her?_ I pouted my lips and frowned angrily at Izu who was obviously having fun; seeing from how wide her grin was. She was only like this to me.

Izu stood up and approached me. She pulled me up and fixed my kimono. She proceeded to drag me out of my room. Her two loyal servants followed from behind, looking confident to take up any work.

"What is with today? What makes you so happy?" I asked.

"We're going out." Izu smiled brightly.

"Huh? Why do we need to go out?" I wasn't opposing to the idea. It wasn't as if I had never gone out but it was something rare to do since we had everything prepared in this house.

"The manjuu gave you yesterday were expired. You had stomach ache hadn't you? As an apology I'll buy you a hairpin! I'm kind, aren't I?" Izu winked at me. I wanted to refuse but seeing how happy she was just to have a walk with me… I lost the will. _I don't have many hairpins in my drawer so, why not?_

Izu dragged me to the bathroom, bathed me and dragged me to her room. In her room I was dressed and decorated. She did everything on me. To do all these, she must have been very guilty for the manjuu matter. But we had fun choosing which hairpin to use, which sash to match with the kimono and what hair style suited my look today. We chatted for a while and our conversation always led to Saitou. I almost spilled out about Saitou's loincloth and it was so close!

"So…are you in love with him?" Izu nudged my arm as we walked down the stairs, heading to the entrance. Her face showed the rare evil. "What is it that you're hiding from me? Do you think I won't notice?"

"I…don't know." I replied shyly. We finally stepped out of the entrance door, followed by a guard. The breeze was calm yet firm. It had been a while since I breathed the air outside. It felt refreshing. _How long has it been since I visited the town with such occasion? Thank you, Izu._

Izu dragged me around the town, getting me many things I didn't usually get. Needless to say they were expensive. Hairpins of different decoration, sash of different color, new lip paint and even my favorite food; rice cake.

"Hima! Here! This is my favorite hairpin. It doesn't suit me so I'll give it to you. Come on, let me put it on. Stay still." Izu went her way and pushed the hairpin into my hair. She took out a pocket mirror and showed me. "Aren't you beautiful now? I am sure you'll catch up to me soon. So why don't you take Saitou-han as your first? I heard he's quite the man."

"Are you bribing me with this hairpin for information? Izu, you're so cunning! But…thanks. I'll treasure it." I smiled. Izu looked at me with glittering eyes which was her secret technique. There was no way I could get away with those eyes. I sighed, telling her what had happened between me and Saitou from the start. And as I had expected, having heard of such story Izu lost her self-control and laughed out loud despite having her sleeves covering her mouth. Her laughter wouldn't stop so I had to shut her up with my palms.

"But…but his loincloth! Then, when are you going to return it to him?" Izu wiped the tears which were formed from too much of laughter she had.

"When he came for it?" We had done our shopping. It was enjoyable to have a date with Izu. The sun hung high in the sky, shining with its benevolence over mankind. It was noon so we had to rush back to Shimabara. We had around an hour to get there before business opens.

"I see. Good luck." Izu patted my hair gently and walked ahead me.

O3O/

Today was yet another busy day. I ran ups and downs the house to deliver food, sake and instruments. I moved from room to room to serve customers. There were several requests to be my first intimate customer but I told them I was still considering it. They laughed it off kindly, knowing how difficult it must be for me. Amidst of the crowds, I heard that Saitou came for a visit and requested me to serve. I headed there as soon as I finished my delivery but when I came to the entrance, he was nowhere in sight.

"Sayaka-sama, have you seen Saitou-han?" I went to ask.

"He went with Izu." Sayaka replied, not looking away from her book of customer record. To be honest something lurched in my stomach but I didn't quite understand what it was. Perhaps I was just sad that Izu would take Saitou away from me. Yes I knew I prejudiced against Izu. _But… who am I to compare with Izu?_ My mind began to wander but I stopped myself from thinking further, fearing the possible truth. Then, I decided to look for them.

I searched around for a while and I found they were in Izu's private quarter. Curious of what they were talking about, I entered the empty room next to where they were and eavesdropped even to my own disgust. _I can't help it …_

"Saitou-han, please have a drink." I heard Izu spoke. She wasn't doing the three steps of getting close to an oiran. It was odd. _What is Izu planning? She knew I like Saitou-han…right?_

"I prefer dealing with the matter in hand first. What business do you have with me? I thought I asked for another girl." Saitou replied so yet he seemed to sip the sake. _I suppose he can't resist sake. That's somehow…cute._

"You sure are fast in job. What do you think of Himawari then?" Izu proceeded. It caught be by surprise when I heard a mention of my nickname. My heart began to beat fast in anxiety upon the wait for the answer. _What will Saitou-han respond? Could it be that Izu is trying to get us together? Oh God, I feel bad for thinking that Izu is trying to steal him away from me._

"She's fine." Saitou replied soon without even a moment of thinking. Was it a good sign or not, I had no idea. _He's unfathomable._ I thought with a hint of amazement.

"She's experienced in entertaining but she is definitely lacking in serving intimate customer. Would you be her first?" Izu asked. I could imagine her sly smile. How could she ask so?! I could feel my temperature rising and beads of sweat surfacing despite my make-up. I wasn't supposed to be listening but I was really curious if Saitou would be my first.

"I only come to retrieve my item." Saitou replied simple and quick. To his answer I was a bit disappointed but he was right.

"To this pleasure place? Only, to get your item?" Izu seemed to emphasize on the word 'only' perhaps she was hinting that Saitou should get me? _Ehehehehe…this is the fun part. Izu is known for her sharp remarks._

"I see nothing wrong to ask for my item. Is there any problem?"

"I understand. But to leave 'that' thing here… I am sure you were drunk and didn't have any intention of leaving it here… still, isn't it unfair? A girl is willing to give her first to you but you only seem to have interest in your loincloth. Oh my—my tongue slipped. Ohohoho." I couldn't believe Izu decided to disgrace Saitou just to get him to be with me. _She's embarrassing!_

"…alright." Saitou agreed. _Eh? Huh? What? S-seriously?! H-he agreed?!_ My jaw dropped. I felt something stirred within me. I felt so full. I couldn't contain my happiness but I had to hold it back.

"Please come back at night time. I'll make sure I manage her well. Please, take care of her." Izu begged, emphasizing the last line. She sounded very… concerned. _Oops…they are leaving. I must make myself disappear before they see me. _With my fast legs, I ran as fast as I could downstairs and returned to my job as if I had listened to nothing.

However I wasn't a person of pretense. As the result I did poorly in my job.

"Himawari! How many cups have you broke?!" Sayaka scolded.

"I'm sorry…" I apologized. _Saitou-han, it's your fault that I can't stop thinking about tonight!_ I mentally blamed him but I was truly happy deep inside. Although Izu had to use some unmanly trick, we weren't men anyway. But what face should I put on when facing him?

"Himawari, what is wrong? You have been breaking cups, plates and you have been spilling sake on customers. It's still noon! Are you sick? Or are you drunk?" Sayaka pried. I nervously replied that I was fine. But as expected for the owner… she was very persistent since I was one of her money-maker. I tried to avoid her but she kept following me wherever I went. When I went to the toilet and she waited outside. Even I found it annoying…

"Sayaka-sama… I am fine. Really." I said, sighing.

"Are you sure? You don't look so good to me though. What the heck is going on? Does it have something to do with Saitou-han?"

"Uh—"

"See? I hit the jack-pot. Now spill it. Or I'll never let Saitou-han meet you."

"…I want him…to be my first intimate customer." I replied shyly, covering my face with my sleeves. As soon as I said so, Sayaka seemed to cheer aloud. She was waiting for this moment as if it was the best moment of her life. She embraced me, pinching my cheeks and patted me.

"Good. As long as you're ready yourself. Be nice to him, alright? You'll be fine. After this… you'll be fine with other customers as well. But…take your time to get close to Saitou-han. You sure have grown. How many years have it been? First is always frightening but not with someone of your choice." Sayaka smiled gently. She felt like a mother at the moment of letting her daughter off to a marriage. I didn't remember my mother since she died early when I was still young. Would my life be different if my mother were still alive?

I nodded and smiled.

"Could this be the reason why Izu brought to shopping? Look at you all pretty and ready to get married off." Sayaka joked, looking me ups and downs. "This hairpin… Izu gave it to you right? It's her favorite. You look good with it." She complimented.

"Yes, Sayaka-sama."

"I'll put you off for work. Make yourself presentable for the night."
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No kidding. I was nervous; very nervous. I could hear my heartbeat and I could hear my breath getting heavy. Sweat pours on my flesh. No matter how many baths I took, I couldn't get rid of this anxiety. There were some courtesans who had their first once they had mutual feelings with customers. Majority of them even had their first kiss already. I had never even had my first kiss yet. So far I had only held hands with customers. _What should I do if I messed it up? I'm hopeless! Izu is handling guests so I can't disturb. _I got into the bath tub and dived under water. This was the third time I bathed today. I pondered and considered many things. _Which fragrance stick should I choose for the room? Which kimono should I coordinate? Which hairpin? Which hairstyle? Which sash? Will he like me? Will he like me? How should I speak up to return his belonging?_

In the end I chose the pink kimono I liked best and everything Izu had brought for me this morning. I took a close look at the hairpin she gave. It was decorated with a single morning glory with glitters on it. The stick was brown, compatible with the purple color. _It's so pretty…_ I kept the hairpin away, thinking that I would wear it when I became a Tayuu.

Since thinking about Saitou-han wouldn't help me calm down, I went to get the mochi(rice cake) I purposely left for my recess time to eat. I ate it and savored the graceful tenderness in my mouth. It put my mind at ease at once. Still, the food ended up in my stomach and I had nothing else to distract my mind. I began to wonder worthless things whether I looked good or not, whether the room was fragrant enough, etc.

All the wondering took a great deal of time. I didn't notice that the day had turned dark. It was almost night time. I re-arranged my room, moving things here and there. I sat and I stood. I paced back and forward. I was restless. I immediately threw my butt on my mattress at the notice of a koshi, saying that Saitou was at the door. I exhaled and inhaled.

"Come." I said and I saw the door opened. Then, I saw the man whom I favored walked in. He placed himself sitting in front of me. I didn't dare to look at him for what had happened between us had made it awkward.

"I apologize for not being available when you asked for me, Saitou-han." I gave a slight bow to him. He dismissed me quickly saying it was not a big deal. I had no idea whether this was when I should face him or not. But before I even started to think about it, a hand cupped my chin and tilted my head upwards. _His hand is rough…but gentle…_ Our eyes met and I felt the stir in my stomach again. It felt as if there were butterflies inside.

"Be at ease. I shall no touch you." He said. "I'm here to have my property returned." His eyes didn't waver, he didn't stutter and he was his stoic self.

I reached for the item and returned it to him. "I have washed it and I am sorry for not returning it that day. I also apologize for the…restroom incident." I apologized with the biggest embarrassment I had ever had. "The manjuus were expired."

"Do you want to be forgiven?" He asked.

"O-of course! Please forgive me!" I bowed.

"I'll forgive you if you poured me sake." He said, smiling a little but his smile disappeared soon. Was it me being too sensitive about his presence or did he really smile? I had no clear clue about it but it certainly made me glad.

"Y-yes!" I smiled bright; losing my composure as a tenjin(second rank courtesan; under tayuu). Then I remembered I wasn't supposed to smile like that. _Like training…training…_ I smiled embarrassedly.

"Why are you trying so hard not to smile? Aren't you Himawari? The Sunflower? Shimabara's rule doesn't apply on me much. You fit your name." He raised an eyebrow. "By the way, sake." He prodded.

"Ah! Y-yes sir!" I proceeded to pour sake into his cup.

"More." He asked and I poured more. His mysterious demeanor made excited. _What does he usually do in his free time? What is his favorite food? His favorite drink must be sake. Where does he come from?_

"How does it…taste?" He didn't show any contentment so I had to ask.

"The taste is fine. It'll be better if served with a smile." He stared at me, making me nervous. We didn't say a word at this moment. When our eyes met for the second time, everything seemed lost; even the time and space. It was as if we owned the space and time. The butterflies fluttered again in my belly. Could this be the moment?

"Saitou-han… to you i—" I opened my mouth to tell him that I would give myself to him but before I managed to spew every words out, a sudden scream rang throughout the Shimabara pleasure house. It sounded familiar. A pang of fear crawled on my heart and chewed on it. I excused myself to check what was happening. Opening the door to two frightened koshi, I questioned them but they seemed to know nothing.

"I'll leave for now. I'll see what has happened." Saitou excused himself. However I didn't want to be left unknown of what was happening. I pursued and tugged on his sleeve.

"Take me too. I want to know." I said with my eyes transfixed at his.

He nodded and led the way. We ran to the backyard where we thought the source was but there was nothing. We searched around and still found nothing.

"Someone must have seen a mouse or cockroach." Saitou attempted to comfort me but I knew that scream wasn't a scream when someone saw mouse or cockroach. It was more of… a scream of being cornered. _We found nothing and that's a fact._

Shortly, Sayaka and several guards came. Saitou reported that he found nothing wrong with the backyard and he also said the same thing he had told me. Then he excused himself quickly.

That night, Shimabara was covered with uncertainty and insecurity. The owner went to confirm every inhabitants of Shimabara, making sure no one was hurt or lost. Everyone lwas good but Izu had disappeared. Shimabara was in chaos without its rose.
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Chapter 4

Since that night of Izu's disappearance, a week had passed. For the whole week, there was no news at all. No one in Shimabara knew what had happened to Izu, including me. Local police was reported of the incident and some of them were hired to search around Shimabara to find nothing at all.

It was soon morning before I knew it. I woke up, feeling the odd coldness which pierced through my spine. I propped myself up. I could feel my long black hair slid on my bare back. I glanced around my room and saw that the window was open. I must have forgotten to shut it last night. I couldn't sleep yesterday night that I decided to stay up and watch the crescent moon. _Izu…where are you_?

I stood up and went to shut the window. Before I pulled it close, I saw the bright sun rise which shone beautifully.

'_Do you know why Shimabara is called place without night? Because we serve as suns for people who have lost their warmth. We give them warmth.' Isn't it, Izu? But without mother sun, the rests will lose their brightness. Come back soon, Izu._ I recalled what Izu had once told me when I was younger.

I believed that being down wouldn't bring Izu back so I decided that I would work hard on her behalf as well. I was second after her. When she was absent, I must take her place to serve her customers. I was her next successor once her freedom was redeemed too. I must be strong just like how she had always been.

I shut the window and pinched myself, waking me up from the drowning sorrow. Thinking about Izu's whereabouts helped no one. It was better to keep myself busy so I went to have a bath. Still, I always ended up thinking about her in the tub. Of course, I did my best to think something else! _Ufufufu… _I tried thinking about sweets and my beloved Saitou. _Will Saitou-han visit today_?

I finished my bath faster than usual and returned to my room. I sat before the mirror and took a close look at my face. _You can do it, Himawari!_ I encouraged myself as I slapped my cheeks. I picked up my brush and started to color my face and shoulders white. I took the powder container and with a small fluffy brush, I brushed it all over my face. With a burnt match, I drew my eyebrows. I placed the match down and picked up a small pointed brush to color my lips in red. Next, I proceeded to my hair. Once I set it in place, I placed a golden comb, four kougai (hair sticks usually made of tortoiseshell or artificial colored in yellow or gold) and two kanzashi(hair stick) with two red marbles at each ends.

I picked my choice of kimono and purposely wore the sash(obi) tighter than usual. I straightened my back. I was ready. Hence, I left my room. I was prepared to serve in place of Izu. Of course, as Izu's representative, I had my rights to accept and to reject customers; until Izu returned.

"Hima, hurry. Izu's guests are pestering! They are new!" Sayaka came and reported so.

With quick pace I walked to the room. Getting near the room I heard 'Get Izu! We want to see her dance!' Two Koshis opened the door and immediately announced my arrival as I entered the room in graceful little steps.

_Be proud, be arrogant. Right?_ I recalled what Izu had taught me and lifted my face to look at them coldly. I placed myself sitting far from them. I bowed a bit. "My name is Himawari, while Izu is away I shall replace her. Enjoy your stay." I spoke without looking at their eyes.

"So Izu is not here?" One of them questioned. I glanced a bit and saw his disappointed face. Honestly, I was worried that they might find out that Izu had disappeared but I supposed there was nothing to worry about as long as none of Shimabara's inhabitants spoke of it.

"I have seen Izu's parade before. She is truly gorgeous! Now that I have earned enough money to pay for her accompany I came… Yet…she's not here. Wasted money…What a shame."

"Well, please dance." another one spoke, sighing as he drank his sake. It was only a glance but my experience so far told me that they were unworthy. I must not jump to any conclusion though. This was a business.

I asked the shamisen player to hit the notes of Kurokami(black hair) while I danced. I did what I could do best. Izu had praised for my dance and so I had confidence in it. As I danced, I recalled Saitou. _If only he had asked me to dance for him back then…_ I thought but I erased the thought soon. I told myself I had to be serious as Izu's proxy. A moment had passed and I finished my dance. Thus, I returned to my seat.

"Well, Himawari isn't bad but… Izu would have worth our money better."

"Agree… agree…" They conversed. I was well aware that I wasn't that precious. I knew how beautiful and witty Izu was. Of course I knew how I was nothing compared to Izu. Jealous of Izu's beauty, I would never be.

"I heard Izu's Orochi dance is spectacular! I wish I could see it now in front of my eyes! Dream is something that won't happen easily huh?"

"Hahaha! Keep dreaming! I doubt she would serve you! Not even a look!"

"That will only excite me! One day, I would definitely get into her room! And you know what will happen…heheh!"

Listening to them hurt my ears. I knew clearly what a courtesan's job and obligation were. However, it was an eyesore to watch unruly people spoke of her in such disrespectful way. Sure, I was only Izu's replacement but if I stayed in this room, Izu would have to deal with them when she returned. Business was business but manner was another matter. Did they not know that manner was an access to a courtesan's attention?

Fed up with their behavior and manner, I stepped out of the room.

"Hey, where are you going?!" They halted me. I spun around and eyed them disgustingly. I couldn't bear to look them long. They had spoken of Izu in such hideous way, I couldn't tolerate!

"Dearest guests must not be local people hence, the foul manner. To accompany you who know nothing of respect, I am a shame to my sister. Excuse me." I spoke with suppressed anger. I left with fast steps.

"Such an odd…beauty she is." One of the men said. I wasn't in the mood to feel flattered, sadly.

Once I exited the horrible accompany, I saw Sayaka running to me.

"More guests!" In the main hall!" Sayaka said in between gasps. She seemed restless and exhausted but accomplished. It concerned me that she might collapse. I frowned as I took her hands.

"Sayaka-sama… Don't force yourself." I said.

"No I'm not. Don't worry. Just do your best as Izu's prox—ah… no. Hima, I believe Izu will not return. If…if…you would take her place…" Sayaka spoke with pauses. She seemed reluctant and anxious.

Having heard of her persuasion, a fury grew within my heart. There was no proof that Izu wouldn't return. I wouldn't believe that unless Izu was confirmed to have escaped on her own will.

"Izu will be back!" I persisted. "She will be back! She's our sun. She's Shimabara's rose. No one can take her place." I stomped away towards the next room I was going to serve.

"You are enough!"

"Have Kiku to do it! She's also a Tenjin! She's enough as well!" I suggested an oiran of the same status I had. She wasn't bad. She was also under Izu's guidance but she spent more time serving guests than to learn from Izu.

"Do the parade, Himawari!" Sayaka shouted but I chose to turn deaf at it. "You are the next Tayuu! Himawari!" I could hear Sayaka's furious shout. _How can I take her place? I can't! _I bit my lower lip, holding myself back from remembering Izu who had been so kind to me. Nevertheless, her smile always appeared in my mind, reminding me how important she was to me. Everything I had now was taught by Izu. All skills I had now were due to her guidance. No matter what Sayaka said, I mustn't step on her name and disrespect her in such way until her status was confirmed.
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I reached the main hall. It was the biggest room prepared for crowds. Inside, were people of Satsuma Clan seeing from the crest sewn on their haori(outer shirt). I entered and leaned forward slightly as I greeted them; coldly of course.

"My name is Himawari, Izu's proxy. I'll be entertaining you tonight." I said as I placed myself sitting at the corner of the room, in front of shamisen players.

"Welcome! Dance then!" Said a man who seemed to be the chief of the group.

I kept my mind straight and focused on dancing. This time, I decided to dance Sagi Musume. I told the shamisen player and started. As I danced, I glanced a few times at the guests and noticed that…no one was paying attention to me. Seeing so, I decided to put more strength into my swing of arm, handkerchief and even fan. Still, nobody looked at me. I took a step forward and kept dancing. When I thought my effort was in vain, some people cheered for me, it made me happy to know someone had acknowledged my existence.

"Great! Nice!"

I finished my dance, bowed and returned to my seat. Only those few men clapped their hands while the others were busy drinking sake with the girls they chose to serve them.

"Kiku, I really want to redeem you. Will you wait for me?"

"Of course, Masa-han." Kiku smiled brightly, leaning her head on a man's shoulder. They seemed happy. Witnessing such view, I felt glad. _Kiku must have loved that man, looking from her smile. Although we are not allowed to bear love…once the man redeems her, they are allowed to love each other like people of outside world. _Then I realized Kiku couldn't be the next Tayuu. Once she became a Tayuu, she would have to sacrifice her love. _Would Saitou-han redeem me if I had asked?_

The rest of time I spent it by sitting there and listened to what they conversed until they ended their celebration. They parted one by one as they spewed some sweet words to the girls, leaving a man who stood still. _He clapped his hands for me when I performed…_ I was about to leave the room when Sayaka entered.

"Hima, this young man here wants to have a talk with you regarding Izu. Apparently, he's from local police." Sayaka whispered. I glanced at the man and turned my gaze back at Sayaka. I nodded and approached him. I bowed. _Izu…_

"I'm sorry for inconvenience. I'm here to ask you about Izu's disappearance. I heard you're close to Izu Tayuu. My name is Egawa Jun. Pleased to make acquaintance with you." This man called Egawa smiled and bowed. He seemed younger than me but he appeared very mature. His hair was short-cut and he wore a simple green bandana. I admitted that he was quite good-looking.

"Yes. I believe it's better to talk while we drink some tea. Come." I led him back into the main hall which was now empty and asked one of the maids to serve us tea. As I entered the room, I saw Saitou at the corner of my eyes. A slight pain burned in my heart. I couldn't stop now. I must know something about Izu.

"How long have you two been together?" Egawa began.

"It's been ten years since I was brought here." I replied. Little pieces of memory returned to me. Izu used to buy me candies, Izu used to bring me anywhere she went, and Izu used to accompany me to sleep when I had nightmares. Izu was my home.

"How close are you two?"

"We are like sisters. Close and inseparable." I took a deep breath. "But she suddenly disappeared. Do you know where she is?" I asked.

"Unfortunately we have no clue yet." Egawa looked shook his head, smiling apologetically. "What kind of person is Izu Tayuu?" He proceeded.

"She's…really, she's stubborn, selfish, egoistic, obnoxious, mischievous, rude, every bad thing I can say! Why did she suddenly disappear? If she had problems or troubles she could have told me!...still, she's the kindest sister I have ever had." I said. Unknown to me tears began to pour. When I realized, i quickly lifted up my sleeves to hide my face.

"I understand that." Egawa responded as he took a handkerchief and passed it to me which I reluctantly accepted.

"You understand?" I tilted my head, clueless.

"Don't you remember me? I used to be Izu's guest. But due to my work, I can't visit her often." Egawa said. "I agree that Izu is everything what you have said. She is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen, not only her physical beauty but her inner beauty as well." Egawa raised his eyebrows, still smiling.

"But she has personality problem; definitely." I said, looking away as I remembered how Izu barged into my room when I was sleeping or when I was changing. Those experiences were questioned to Izu but she answered with a single 'deliberately' as she stuck her tongue out at me playfully.

"She used to play prank on me too. Ahahaha, to think I was stupid to fall into her tricks." Egawa sipped his tea before he continued on. "She asked me to help her with an errand. She pleaded me with a sort of hopelessness in her eyes. Since I had free time, I went and did what she asked."

"What did she ask for?"

"A hen."

_A…a hen?! _I was speechless. I blinked in confusion. _Did Izu really do so? Now that I recall it… Shimabara had ever been busy chasing a hen many years ago. So it was Izu's deed?!_ I gulped nervously. I felt guilty somehow.

"When I brought it in, I was asked to wait for her. She didn't show up in the end. While I waited, I dozed off. Apparently during my nap, the hen ran away. Ahahaha…" Egawa laughed. I felt very sorry for him. If I weren't wrong…that time Izu secretly brought me to dango(Japanese dumpling made of rice flour) store.

"Then, whenever I visited she would have someone to bring me to the room she asked. When I reached there, she was nowhere in sight. Only a scrap of paper was left." Egawa sighed with a disappointed smile. He took another sip of his tea and said, "The paper was written numbers. It was a puzzle I must solve to find her. To be honest, it was difficult. I couldn't solve it so I gave up and went home." He began to sob.

_Seriously…Izu…you shouldn't have pulled such trick on him…it's really difficult to keep our conversation going! _My heart boiled in uneasy tension. From all my social experience I really had no idea how to respond to Egawa's case.

"The next time I visited, she left a message asking me to be friends with one of her customers." Egawa added.

_Izu! What were you doing?! Making them compete?! Burn jealousy between them?! Were you aware that it was risky?! _I couldn't believe what Izu had done. If both of them were jealous, there could have been a corpse! If both of them were jealous, Izu would have been a target as well! _My God. I can imagine Izu's mischievous face._

I bowed deeply. "I am very sorry for the troubles she made!"

"Oh no, it's alright. Ah, about the puzzle she left me, I recently solved it. What do you think she left?" Egawa chuckled.

"Uhm…I have no idea." I straightened my back and sat properly.

"It was a note, specifically a message. But it wasn't a clue to where she was when I visited that time." Egawa looked away with a nonchalant expression.

"Then…what was it?" I blinked my eyes twice, leaning forward a bit.

"When I solved it, it reads… 'Thank you for the delicious chicken' ahahaha…ahaha…" Egawa laughed dryly.

"…" I became wordless. Now that I recalled it, Izu and I had a feast from the chicken which roamed around Shimabara that day. I bowed again and apologized as many as it took for Egawa to forgive Izu. He dismissed me immediately though. He didn't seem angry or annoyed. _Egawa-han is a nice man._

"And there's another note. It reads 'catch me'. It lifts my spirit up that day. So I have been working hard to redeem her yet… when I came, she has disappeared again. It felt as if I was almost reaching to her then she faded away. It's like…she's unreachable."

"When she's back, I'll make sure she apologize to you properly, Egawa-han." I bowed again. To say I was innocent wasn't quite right, I ate the chicken and I was with Izu when she was supposed to be with Egawa. I had half of the responsibility.

Of all tactless guests Izu had met and had made into her toys, Egawa was special. No one who had been pranked by Izu would be given such note, moreover, the 'catch me' phrase. Could it be that Izu was giving him a chance?

Egawa and I chatted for quite some time until he excused himself to work. I hoped whatever we had talked about helped even if it was only a little. I told him several placed Izu used to visit with me and Egawa said he would check them tomorrow. Thus, our meeting ended.
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That evening was hectic. I was busy the whole time serving clients which belonged to Izu. Fortunately everything was going smooth without a single defect. However what wasn't going smooth was Shimabara's reputation. It seemed that the news that Izu had disappeared had spread throughout the town. Well, it was obvious. Faster or later people would know.

Serving clients wasn't a problem. What troubled me was, people's assumptions. After the guests left the room, faint speeches i could hear. It wasn't pleasant at all.

"Himawari is nice but don't you think she's the one who plans Izu's disappearance?"

"She must have plotted the kidnapping of Izu."

"Could she have killed Izu?"

"She must have wanted Izu's position."

"It makes sense that she wants to compete with Izu."

"But don't you think she's decent enough to be the next rose?"

I sat tight there as I listened to those nasty comments. The sum of praises I received couldn't be compared with the sum of random assumptions. _Hima, assumptions are assumptions. Your conscience is clear. There's nothing to feel bad about. Still…why do I feel confined to those says? Not to mention Tayuu, as a Tayuu's proxy is enough torture. All the clients to serve and patrons to apologize to._ I sighed as silent as I could mutter. It was burdening. However, there was one thing I could be sure. Izu was gorgeous. There was no one who could match her.

The door slid open abruptly and I cast my eyes to the door reflexively. What was reflected in my eyes was a mix of relief, happiness and prejudice.

"Himawari." Said the man. I couldn't mutter anything as I was stunned to the existence of that man. I stared at him until he said again, "Himawari." Ah, how sweet the name sounded when he said it.

"S-Saitou-han…" I responded. I was happy to see him. I was happy that he came to see me. I was relieved to have my burden cast away upon his sight. Yet I was afraid that he might believe those rumors.

"Himawari!" A familiar voice called from outside. Soon, another man showed up by the door. It was Egawa. He looked exhausted. He must have run all the way here.

"Tch."

"Egawa-han?"

"There's something I forgot to ask regarding Izu… about…the places…she used to…visit." Egawa spoke in between gasps.

"What is it—" I asked but a sudden scream of terror rang throughout Shimabara. An oiran came running through the hallway with disarrayed clothes. Her face, neck, arms and feet were wet. She must have been from the bathroom. In spite of not wearing any makeup, she looked as white as sheet as if she had seen something terrible.

"What happened?" I stood up and questioned. However, she seemed too terrified to say anything. Her teeth chattered and her eyes welled up with tears which flowed down like river. She fell onto her knees when I barely reached out to her. I held her shoulders as to comfort her.

"A…a hand in the tub! I-I I was about to step into the tub after cleaning myself t-then... I-I saw a hand floating in the tub. " She spoke as she sobbed. I took off my haori(outer shirt) and covered her shivering body.

"Bring her inside." I told two koshis which stood behind me. "Tell Sayaka-sama like you're telling a secret."

_A hand?_ An uneasy feeling smothered my heart and swallowed it in fear. I was afraid but I gathered my courage to step towards the bathroom. As if it was natural, Saitou and Egawa followed from behind.

Reaching the tub the oiran mentioned. Indeed, I saw a hand. A familiar silver bracelet decorated by the wrist of the hand and I immediately recognized it. Feeling my legs numb, I fell off balance and sat next to the tub. I didn't want to think. I didn't want to accept it. I didn't want to understand it. Yet…I knew it all. _Izu's bracelet!_

Seeing the white graceful hand with the silver bracelet, I felt hope died out within me. I gasped for air, attempting to calm myself as well as to convince myself to think positively. There was nothing positive around. Couldn't contain the burst of sorrow, tears leaked from my eyes and I covered my mouth with a hand to prevent any cry coming out. Nevertheless, it was all too heavy to carry by myself.

"Cry." Saitou came to my side and placed a hand on my shoulder. I grabbed his arms to support myself to stand up. As I trembled, Saitou patted my back while propping me up. His hands felt like magic; as if they were cast with spell. _Why are they so comforting?_ I felt the warmth spread across my cold body and a relief began to wrap my already fragile heart. However, the dread continued to haunt us; Shimabara.

"Sayaka-sama! Kiku…Kiku is…Kiku is dead!" A shout of a woman announced a murder. "It must be the work of the priestess of great serpent!"

It came to me as a shock. _Kiku is…dead?!_ I freed myself from Saitou's support. Despite fumbling on my footing, I began to run with whatever strength I had left towards Kiku's room. While I was on my way through the hallway to her room, I saw splatters of blood seeped from the gap of the sliding door.

I slid open the door in one swing and fell onto my knees upon the tragic sight of Kiku whose eyes were open wide with fear. She was as cold as ice when I reached a trembling hand to shut her eyes. The room was a pool of blood.

_Kiku! _I gasped for air as shock began to overwhelm me. That moment I noticed. Kiku had lost a hand. It was cut. Tears halted. _It wasn't Izu's hand…?!_

"Hima!" I could head Sayaka called but I couldn't turn my eyes away from Kiku's body. Kiku who had looked beautiful this earlier evening…had turned stone cold. She, who had found love in the cage. _Found love in cage, with torn wings. Now lost in red._ I felt my whole body went numb.

"Hima! It's enough!" Sayaka fell to her knees and covered my eyes with her hands. She cried. "Hima!"

"Sayaka-san!" Egawa's voice came. There were double footsteps, Saitou must be with him. "Egawa-han, could you please help returning guests back home? Shimabara is closed for the day." Sayaka requested. Egawa must have agreed seeing them walking away quickly.

"Saitou-han, please look after Hima for a while. I apologize for the inconvenience." Sayaka said before she went away.

I looked at Saitou. He was my only relief. Looking at him, I attempted to smile. I couldn't smile. My heart felt as if it were stopped. I couldn't hear my breathing.

"Himawari." Saitou crouched down beside me. "Himawari, don't forget."

"Don't forget? What is to not forget, Saitou-han?" I stared at him.

"Don't forget to cry." Saitou said.

"I…I…I can't. I can't cry. I must be cold. I must be arrogant. I am an oiran. That's what Izu taught me. Oiran mustn't cry no matter how bad the situation is."

Saitou didn't say anything in return. He placed a hand by my nape and pulled me into his arms. Within such proximity, I could smell his fragrance. _His sweat and his scent…_ I circled my arms around his back. My hands instinctively clutched on his shirt as they trembled.

Saitou carried me towards my room. Within his arms, I felt safe. With his arms occupied, he slid open the door with his foot. We were welcomed by the smell of lavender incense in my room. We entered. He slid close the door. Then, he placed me down on my bed.

"You can cry here." Saitou sat beside me.

"No." I refused as I stared blankly at him. _How is he not afraid? Ah…he's in shinsengumi. Of course. He kills people. _"Saitou-han…how many people have you killed?"

"I don't remember. Many." He replied and stared straight back at my eyes. A pregnant silence engulfed us within. "Are you afraid of me? I am a murderer."

I shook my head slowly as I leaned forward and reached a hand out to hold his cheek. "How to get used to such happenings?" I looked closely at his features. His reddish tan, his straight a bit bushy eyebrows, his sharp eyes, his pointed nose, his never smiling lips and his jaw-line were beautiful in my eyes. He was so beautiful that I felt hurt. _If I were the next target of murder…would you be sad?_

Saitou held my hand tight and released it from his cheek. He placed my palm onto his chest. Right through my palm, I could feel his heartbeat. It was fast. Could he be afraid as well?

"You can't get used to the loss."

"Then, what can I do to be freed from this tormenting feeling? This…feel. It's as if my heart is bleeding inside."

Saitou didn't reply me. He stared into my eyes. I knew that the answer was to cry everything out; distress, frustration, and sorrow. Holding onto Izu's teaching, I held myself back from crying.

"Your eyes are void. What do you conceal behind the emptiness?" Saitou pulled me to him. He pressed his forehead onto my forehead. Our noses touched. He kept his eyes on my eyes.

"Saitou-han…"

"I killed someone when I was eighteen and fled. It wasn't pleasant. It was the same feeling like what you are feeling now." Saitou separated us away and spoke. "What do you think I did back then?"

I shook my head. I knew he must have killed people but I didn't expect he would have killed someone around my age. I cast my eyes down, trying to suppress my feelings.

"I cried."

_He cried…? A stoic man like him…cried? _I tilted my head to look at him.

Saitou nodded. I knew he was trying to tell me that it was unnecessary to keep my strong walls on. Still, I couldn't disregard what Izu had carved into me. I kept my eyes on Saitou.

He placed both hands on my shoulders and pushed me down on my bed. He lay on his side as he watched over me. Tears began to pour as I looked at him. "Saitou-han, I look ugly when I cry. D-do you mind?" he shook his head.

"Himawari is himawari."

"I…I…I…I was scared. I was so scared! Izu disappeared. Kiku died. And that…that bracelet…it belongs to Izu! Why was it worn by someone else's hand?! Why is this happening to Shimabara? Why do people assume I do all this? Why do people think I would harm my own sisters?!" I cried.

Saitou pulled me into his arms and embraced me. The louder I wailed, the weaker I felt. Slowly I shut my heavy eyelids and succumbed into deep sleep.


	5. Author's note

There's a change in the story with added information/footnotes.

I apologize for the inconvenience.

If dear readers would, you may re-read from chapter 1.

New comers/readers who have just started reading this series, you may go to the next chapter.

if it's too much of a bother, i'll put brief explanation.

in short, Himawari isn't a full-fledged oiran yet. She is still a virgin and she hasn't given her mizuage(virginity) to anyone. When she chose Saitou to be her first intimate customer, she meant that she would give her virginity to Saitou because she prefers him over other men. So when she is about to be a full-fledged oiran, Izu suddenly disappears which rushes Sayaka to choose her as the next Tayuu.


	6. Chapter 5

Chapter 5

"Are you going back, Saitou-han?" I pulled the blanket over myself. An all-night cry did my eyes well; my eyes were swollen badly. It had been such a long time since I cried. I remembered the first time I cried when I came to Wachigaya. When my father brought me here, I held my tears back. I held my emotions back because I knew I had to go to feed them; to keep them alive(I didn't try to contact them because I thought it wasn't necessary as long as I knew Sayaka-sama had been sending them money). When I was given to Izu, she smiled at me gently and embraced me. It was alright to cry in front of her she said. Upon her kindness and warm welcome, I cried.

"Hm." Saitou didn't say much. Maybe it was because it was morning. Maybe he wasn't a morning person. He slid his arms into the sleeves of his outer coat. Then he slid his swords through his sash.

The longer I looked at him, the funnier it was to see his unkempt bed hair. I removed the blanket and approached him. I took the decorative comb which had always been in my hair and combed Saitou's hair with it. He flinched due to my touch but he didn't seem to mind it much. I proceeded to untie the string which kept his ponytail together and with my fingers I raked his hair. Gently I combed his dark black hair.

I yelped when he suddenly grabbed my wrist. I didn't struggle. I felt comfortable to his touch. He then took my hand close to his face and kissed my index finger. I had no idea what it meant but he seemed okay with it. So I guessed it was…fine?

"I'll come again." He gazed at me. My heart jumped upon his piercing stare. I was speechless. I didn't know what to say.

Saitou excused himself and left with his hair untied and left the string with me.

_He is better than other guests. I chose him because he is more decent than other perverts, but…he is way too nice. If I fell for him….what would happen? I think, I'm starting to like him…Izu, what should I do? I feel my heart is about to burst when he comes close. I know he's just a customer but…he's…special. _I felt my face flushed red. I fell butt first on the floor as I tried to calm myself down. I removed my hair ornaments; set my hair free. I put the ornaments on the desk and I proceeded to do my daily routine. Sniffing on the sleeves of my clothes, I smelled Saitou's scent. My blood felt as if it was boiling out of sudden. _H-he embraced me to sleep…o-of course his scent would stick._

To be honest, I wanted the scent to stay. I had no particular reason. Maybe it was because…I liked his scent or perhaps he was my first customer. Still, I had to change another clothes. Today would be another busy day.

After the bath, I was about to get dressed when Sayaka came into the room. I stared at her, wondering what her intention was. I stopped what I was doing and sat facing her.

"Good morning." She greeted and I bowed. She placed herself sitting beside me. What was about to come surprised me. Sayaka took my hair and combed it with utmost gentleness. It had been so long since I had anyone to comb my hair ever since Izu disappeared.

"Sayaka-sama…"

"Don't say anything. I know. It's hard to accept about Izu's disappearance. She hasn't been found even now." Sayaka said. "But Hima, Shimabara needs the next Tayuu. You understand that don't you?"

_I knew it. There's something she wants from me. _I positioned myself to face Sayaka. I looked straight into her eyes and spoke, "I have no such intention—"

"—see? She doesn't want to take it. Sayaka-sama, let me take it." Someone else barged into my room. My eyes darted towards the woman and I recognized her. _Midori… _I stared at her. She seemed to look down on me despite speaking with so much formality. I had no intention to let her have the position either. _Sumiya's greatest Tayuu is Izu!_

"We haven't even—" Sayaka spoke but I intercepted.

"—I will not let you have it."

"Didn't you say you have no intention to be a Tayuu?" Midori leaned on the door frame, folding her arms over her chest. She held a smoking stick in a hand. She sucked the tobacco and blew it into my room, making it smell.

"I have no intention of becoming a Tayuu but I have no intention to let you have it too. Sumiya's rose…Sumiya's Tayuu is Izu." I said.

"Izu?" Midori scoffed. "She's long dead!"

"Shut that foul mouth up!" I stood up as I glared at her. _I will not have anyone insult my sister!_

"She has long gone and hasn't been back. What do you expect? She has escaped? With Kiku being killed and Izu's bracelet on Kiku's wrist? Wake up!" She argued.

"But it doesn't prove that Izu's dead. You have no proofs either. Stop spouting nonsense!" I retorted. I clenched my fists; angry upon people's deduction that Izu had left this world. I would never accept it. I would never believe it.

"Hima!" Sayaka called. "Sumiya has decided that Izu has retired."

"….How could you…How could you do that?!" My heart ached of the decision. Even if everyone assumed that Izu was dead, I would never. She would return.

"Why don't we compete against each other then? If I won, I would be the next Tayuu. But if you won, you could do whatever you want with it. Even abandoning your status as Shinzou and become a virgin Tayuu is possible." Midori challenged. She puffed another round of smoke.

"…fine." I accepted it. I had no other choice to save the place for Izu when she came back.

"Sayaka-sama, please be the judge for fairness." Midori looked at Sayaka and then to me. "We will compete with poem, flower arrangement, playing shamisen, dance, 'eight' walk, and calligraphy." She looked confident as she inhaled her tobacco and released the venomous smoke.

Sayaka sighed; losing to the flow of our argument. She seemed to think for a while but she nodded in the end.

Midori smirked as she left my room. "Get dressed." She said with a scoff.

Sayaka urged the dressed to get me dressed quickly. I was soon ready to be faced with a quality contest. I wasn't looking for it but I must. I had to preserve the position for my sister. With frail hope I marched to where Midori was. Once I entered the room, I saw that the tools were prepared. Midori was already sitting before a desk with a piece of paper, ink and a brush. I placed myself sitting before the desk beside hers while Sayaka placed herself sitting in front of us.

"Will this be a poem or a word?" I asked.

"Poem." Sayaka replied. "You may start." She signaled and we held onto our own brushes. We soaked the hairs black with ink and with balance we held it straight above the papers.

I glanced at Midori and vice-versa. She smiled brightly.

_Remember in writing poem, keep it short but meaningful. It's merely my preference though. Write as your heart desires. _I recalled what Izu had once told me. That moment, I began pouring my heart's content. It didn't took me long to think. I moved my brush smoothly over the paper and finished it rather quickly. I put my brush down and glanced over at Midori who was also done.

Sayaka took our papers and read it aloud one by one. She read mine first.

"Go as you may, return as you may. Longing this heart does." Sayaka read as she nodded. She proceeded to read Midori's. "Blue of the day. Black of the night. Strong embrace you gave."

We waited for the decision. I kept my eyes on Sayaka who was looking closely at the works. I could feel a pair of eyes on me and it was no other than Midori.

"They are both alright. But Midori's lacks relation. Himawari wins." Sayaka announced. I was a bit happy upon the announcement but I told myself that I couldn't lower my guard. Midori was full of smile. She didn't seem defeated.

Two little servants provided each of us new piece of paper. We knew what was coming. It was calligraphy. We soaked our brushes with ink again and began writing what we wanted to write.

_Love. Fear. Peace. Death. Flower. Snow. Truth. Lies. Oh no, I can't think of anything that might fit… _I let my brush hover over the paper for a while. My mind turned blank. I grew anxious. _What if I can't do it? I mustn't lose._ I pulled my sleeve upwards. I took a deep breath and felt the fear smother my spine. I had to think of something. A word with a balanced shape.

"I'm done." Midori said as she put down her brush. I was suddenly panicked.

_What word, what word, what word, what word…? _Anxiety gnawed on my heart, spreading fear into it. I saw a drop of ink fell onto the paper. That moment, a memory hit me hard. Why had I forgotten about it? Quickly, I pressed the brush against the paper and swiftly wrote a word.

I looked at Sayaka and she immediately knew that I was ready. She took up two papers and read the words aloud. She started with Midori's. "Heart (心)." She then looked at mine. Her eyes seemed to widened in surprise as she read, "Will (志)"

"Well? How is it?"

"They are both meaningful. But Himawari's 'will' looks very well done. Midori's 'heart' is written a little to the left so it's not balanced."

I felt warmth of relief spread through my heart although the competition wasn't over. _Four more…_ I swallowed my saliva, bracing myself to the next challenge. I looked at Midori whose face was cheerful as if she hadn't been defeated at all. It brought an uneasy feeling to me. It made me think of what kind of trial was coming. _I hope everything is going well. For me and for Izu._

"Oh! There you are!" a voice rang as the door was slid open. A familiar man with green bandana entered the room with his cheeky grin. Droplets of sweat seemed to run down his forehead to his chin. One look was enough to see that he had been working hard.

"Oh my, Egawa-han!" Sayaka sounded surprised but she handled it effortlessly or rather, she looked happy upon Egawa's sunny personality. "Come, come! Help me with judging! They are both good that I hate to choose one of them. Would you please help me decide? You are willing to do it right? Right! Girls! Get the flowers!" Sayaka clapped her hands together, calling the little girls to clean the tools up and brought items for flower arranging. There were scissors, pots, various kinds of flower, and various kinds of bud.

"Huh? What?" Egawa, being a visitor was completely oblivious as seen on his clueless face and his gaping mouth. He was soon being pushed to sit beside Sayaka by no other than Sayaka. Egawa was well liked by Sayaka.

"It's such a pleasure to have Egawa-han to become judge over our competition." Midori giggled, hiding her slender face behind her sleeve.

"But…is it alright? What's with all these anyway? I only come to ask Hima—" Egawa tried to explain, which was not necessary. He was interrupted by Midori immediately.

"—our competition of becoming Sumiya's next Tayuu." Midori's eyes seemed to gleam in lust for an instance. It caused further anxiety to overwhelm my heart. Hence, I told myself to do my best. _Izu, I'll save your position._

"I see…" Egawa said, raking his hair as he gave a nervous smile. "Before that…actually, I'm not alone. I saw a familiar man on my way here and I brought him along. Come on in!" he called, facing the door.

"…I'm busy." An unexpected man entered. He seemed a bit fidgety when our eyes met. I guessed it was because he was embarrassed for his unkempt loose hair. Everything was the same as this earlier morning; probably just around one and half hour ago. I was surprised. It was Saitou.

"S-saitou-han?!" Midori and I voiced.

Saitou placed himself sitting at the corner beside Egawa who was grinning triumphantly. Saitou was known as a very difficult man yet Egawa was able to drag him all the way. Perhaps it was Egawa's cheerful self which disabled Saitou from saying any complaint.

At that point, it wasn't a mere competition to get a status but it was also an appeal competition. Midori used to serve Saitou before I took her place. Of course it was completely normal to face her jealousy but I had no intention of losing my choice of my first intimate customer. With Saitou being there actually increased my anxiousness.

_Mustn't fail. Mustn't fail._ I chanted in my heart.

"Well then, you may start arranging any flowers you want." Sayaka gave the sign and we began picking flowers of which we preferred. It didn't take long for us to pick and arrange. We were soon finished.

"Hm…" Egawa seemed impressed at both our arrangements while Saitou was completely silent. Sayaka nodded as she stared at each of our arrangement.

Neatly arranged blooming pink Azalea with purple buds of Aster Tataricus was magnificently enchanting. The colors were complementing each other. They stood straight in the shiny black round pot. 'Patience' and 'Remembrance' were the language of the flowers and were what Midori had chosen to appeal.

Gracefully arranged blooming red spider lilies with white buds of daisy were what I chose at whim. I believed the red and the white matched each other. I joined my palms together, praying that I would pass this competition as well. However…

"Midori's patience and remembrance with Himawari's separation and faith... It's Midori's victory. Himawari's is too gloomy." Sayaka said, looking disappointed.

_I lost… _I cast my eyes down on my own hands. I lost and had no idea what I should feel. I felt something faded within me but I endured it; keeping my poker face. A drop of guilt fell into the sea of my heart and caused a ripple of disorder. I lost my peace.

The girls went to get a pair of shamisen and brought them to Midori and me. We held them gracefully within our hands and with the pick we tested the tone. The tone was in place. Either of us had to play first.

_Don't mess up this time, Hima. _I told myself as I took a deep breath. _For Izu._

"Who will play first?" Egawa asked.

"I will." Midori volunteered, smiling confidently as before. Sayaka nodded and Midori started to pick the strings. Her slender fingers held the neck of the shamisen firmly but the sound produced was sweet to the ears. She played the pick smoothly as if it were a part of her own. Seeing how she handled the shamisen with such perfection made me relaxed but also frightened. Every time she picked a string, the sound struck me like a whip, gradually damaging my self-esteem. I became afraid.

I noticed a deep stare from within the room and I lifted my face to see the source. My eyes met with Saitou's. It was as if he was searching for something within my eyes. I looked back at him calmly. Nevertheless, I must focus on what I must do. I took a deep breath and began playing the shamisen with every lesson Izu used to teach me in mind.

_Playing shamisen is the same as playing with water. Where ever you pour the water, it goes as you wish. So play as you wish but don't forget the basic posture of playing. Don't get too emotional into the music. Control the music and don't let it control you._

I recalled what Izu taught but I had no idea why, I couldn't keep my calm. I did my best to play but the strings and the sound produced didn't work as I wanted. Eventually, I ended my play and put the shamisen with its pick down.

Sayaka sighed heavily. "Midori wins this round." She announced and that moment a bright smile was reflected on Midori's pretty face. It brought greater fear for me. Was I not enough? Those days of tough training didn't serve a purpose, did it?

Sayaka stood up and exited the room. "Dance. To the hall!" she said and we all followed towards the hall. On our way to the destination, clients seemed to hold interest of what was happening that they gathered around in the hall. I could faintly hear them call me 'Beauty in Mystery' while Midori was called 'Sakura Bud' to which I had no idea why.

"Since clients are here, then do your best to win as well to entertain them. Who will be the first?" Sayaka questioned.

I took my chance and stepped forward. I volunteered to dance first. I had to win somehow. There was not much chance left anymore.

"What will you dance?" Sayaka asked as shamisen players entered the hall. They took their places behind me.

"Kurokami."

"Off you go." Sayaka said as she sat down around the clients. Midori sat beside her.

I took my starting pose; I held onto my handkerchief. When the shamisen players started to produce the music, I began dancing with every grace I had. To be honest, I wasn't confident with my choice this time. Still, I wanted to break through the limit—to overcome the mistakes I usually did.

_Kurokami is a dance of despair and sadness. It represents the heart of a woman who has lost her beloved. So the key in this dance is to keep balanced posture with emotions in it._

I fully remembered what Izu said that time. I had memorized the movements and I only had to keep my balance and emotions. I lifted my hand as I held onto the handkerchief gently. I moved my limbs gracefully and as sad as I could. _My beloved…the one I miss…Izu, please come back soon. _I continued my dance and finished it perfectly.

_There was no mistake. I did it. _I sighed in relief. I bowed towards the clients who clapped their hands for me and sat down next to Sayaka. Once I sat down, Midori stood up and announced that she would be dancing 'Sagi Musume'.

"Excuse me." Someone slid open the door and entered. It was Egawa. He sat next to me quickly as to not delay the dance any longer. "I went to the bathroom for a while. Oh? Where's Yamaguchi-san?" he whispered.

"He is at that corner." Sayaka whispered back. Now that she mentioned it, I didn't realize Saitou was in the hall. I thought he had gone back as he had said that he was busy.

_Sagi Musume is a dance of sorrow as well…_ I thought as I watched Midori closely. The shamisen started playing and Midori started to dance. Her movements were very contrast with mine. She moved vigorously, sometimes almost falling down and her face showed nothingness as if she had given up on life. She captured every emotion perfectly. Watching her dance, I could feel my breath getting tight; not only me, but everyone in the room.

Midori bowed once she ended her dance. She walked close and placed herself sitting beside Egawa. Claps were heard but we were still clueless who had the victory. Shortly after the claps had calmed down, Sayaka stood up and announced the winner.

"It was a very difficult decision. Both are probably the best among our girls. However, I think…Midori is better in putting emotions within her movements. The meaning of the song is well expressed." Sayaka said, folding her arms on her chest. She looked hopeless and very disappointed. It was understandable. There was a reason why I was kept virgin for so long. My deceased mother used to be a shrine maiden and when my father brought me to Wachigaya, he specially asked to keep me until I said it myself. As the owner of Sumiya, of course Sayaka wanted her product to be available as fast as possible. She had kept me for so long and I hadn't met her expectations.

A sense of despair haunted me. Cold sweat seemed to wet my back. I felt hopeless and I felt there was nothing left I could do. Still, my heart urged me to hang on and to keep my composure calm. It wasn't the end. I tilted my head and saw Saitou who was staring at me. He moved from his seat and approached me. He eventually squatted in front of me, staring into my eyes.

"It's alright." He said and he left the hall. With that little thing he did for me was enough to add my courage. My confident seemed to increase and I felt relieved. His words echoed within my heart and calmed my cowardice heart. _Thank you… _Feeling as if I could overcome anything, I stepped up and straightened my posture. I walked to where Midori was and we stood side by side. Soon, in front of us were two pairs of koma-geta[1].

"Next would be the walk. This is a very fundamental to ensure an oiran is up to be a Tayuu. If you can walk properly then you pass the test." Sayaka said and signaled that we may set our feet on the clogs.

_I can do this. I can do this. It'll be alright just as Saitou-han has said. I can do this. I used to practice with Izu until late night. I will do well. _I chanted within my heart as I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. In count of three beckoned by Sayaka, we started walking. Making the number 'eight' on the floor with each step, I tried my best to keep my balance and my posture; not to forget my cold expression.

After reaching a point, Sayaka beckoned for us to make a turn and walk back. We spun and walked with every grace and elegance. With each step me took, I felt my feet became heavier. _Almost there… _I encouraged myself. I was reaching the stop within a few steps and it was when a disaster happened. I didn't realize there was a stoop on the floor and it caused me to trip. At the same time, Midori also seemed to lose balance due to the stoop. However, Midori seemed to regain her posture and managed to balance it out. I lost my balance and I was falling.

I clenched my teeth strongly as I stretched both my arms out reflexively to prevent my head from hitting the floor. However, the weight of my hair ornaments and clothes pushed me down as the gravity pulled me close. I eventually met the floor with a loud 'bump!'

"Himawari!" Sayaka rushed to my side and propped me up. Guests were noisy upon my fall, asking if I were alright. Soon, Midori also rushed to me, checking on me and said, "Good. Her face is not hurt."

"Are you alright?" Sayaka asked. I shook my head as I attempted to stand up but a sudden pain coursed throughout my body and made me fall back on the floor.

"She must have sprained her ankle." Egawa suddenly spoke as he approached me. He seemed worried so I assumed that my fall was terribly magnificent. He apologized before he went to touch my ankle. I flinched upon the pain when his fingers touched my purple ankle. Egawa quickly withdrew his hand and apologized.

"I'm sorry!" He clasped both palms together.

"Himawari will be off duty for dancing and delivering. Himawari, you will sit as you entertain the customer today."

"Wait, What about the competition?" Midori prodded.

"No more competition. Himawari holds better posture when walking. Himawari wins this round." Sayaka replied sharply.

"But she fell!" Midori protested.

"Are you trying to say you purposely made her fall?" Sayaka glowered at Midori who flinched upon the accusation.

"—No!" Midori denied desperately.

"Then off you go to your work." Sayaka beckoned for Midori to step away. "Egawa-han, could you please carry Himawari to her room?"

"Sayaka-san! I can help!" A man from among the guests volunteered.

"Me too!" A few men followed after the first man who volunteered.

"Pay up first." Sayaka returned bluntly as she gestured for Egawa to carry me.

"I apologize." Egawa smiled nervously as he carried me in his arms.

OnO/

I was carried carefully to my room. I was positive that Egawa had a real trouble carrying me. My hair with the ornaments would have weight around one _kan__**[2]**_and layers of kimono which would have weight six _kan. _Even if he was crushed under my total weight, he fought to accomplish his mission. For this particular moment, I was touched by his effort.

"Egawa-han, thank you." I gratified with a whisper. It was against the policy as an oiran but I felt the need to say it. I hoped Sayaka hadn't heard it.

"Jun. I'll be coming here often for Izu Tayuu's case. Hope we can get along!" Egawa smiled as he put me down on my mattress gently and slowly. I could see beads of sweat flowed down his cheek and I could hear his heavy breathing. I was grateful from the bottom of my heart.

"I'll bring bandage and some ointment. Egawa-han, please make sure she doesn't run off by herself. It's her bad habit." Sayaka said as she excused herself out of my room.

I sighed. It was completely unnecessary to speak about my bad habit. I pulled my clothes upwards a bit to see my ankle. It was so hideous that I shivered at the sight of it. I swallowed my saliva and made sure I didn't move my foot. I was so scared of the pain that I froze on the spot.

Something hit me back to reality. Egawa was giggling. He placed himself sitting beside me and continued to giggle. I stared at him, wondering what had happened to him.

"…I'm sorry. You must be wondering what is going on with me. It's just… You are special." Egawa spoke.

"Special?" I asked.

"Yes. Special, just like Izu Tayuu. It seems that you only show your true self in front of me and Yamaguchi-san, eh? Are you aware of that?" Egawa stopped giggling and smiled.

"I do?! Egaw—Jun-han?!" I was flabbergasted. To think I would do such mistake… if Sayaka was informed such, i couldn't imagine what was to become of me…

"See? You just did it again." Egawa chuckled.

"Please keep it secret, Jun-han!" I pleaded.

"I wonder about that…" Egawa smirked as he eyed me playfully.

"W-what should I do to keep your mouth shut?" I asked, unconsciously moved my ankle and let the pain coursed through my whole being. "Ow! Ow! Ow!" I yelped. Droplets of tear welled up my eyes due to the pain but I didn't expect it would invite another giggle from Egawa.

"Just like that. I want you to be you in front of me." Egawa said. He turned his head to the door and that was when Sayaka entered my room. Sayaka rushed to Egawa's side and crouched down. She put bandages and ointments on the floor and excused herself.

"Why are you in such haste?" I asked.

"Midori is throwing tantrum, saying she doesn't feel like working today and with many other excuses. I need to get her to work." Sayaka explained as she shut the door. Soon enough she slid open the door again and said, "Egawa-han, I'll leave Hima in your hands. Treat her well or else I'll cost your penny." And with that, she left for real.

"It'll hurt for a while but please endure it." Egawa said. He took my foot in his hand and with the other hand, he rubbed the ointment. The moment when he started rubbing on my ankle was when I felt hell. I bit my lower lip and smacked the floor with my palms in attempt to endure the tormenting pain.

"Done. Good job enduring it. I'm sure it will heal in no time!" Egawa wrapped my ankle tightly with bandage and tied the knot. He positioned himself to sit facing me.

"…Bully." I frowned.

"It's for your goodness." Egawa smiled nervously. "I'm sorry."

I propped myself to sit properly with my legs straight on the mattress. I took my handkerchief on my desk to wipe away the tears which had leaked during the torture.

"Well then, I should be going." Egawa stood up and excused himself.

"So soon?"

"Oh, why? Do you need a company? I will need to pay for it though?" Egawa teased. "I'll come again tomorrow." He shut the door.

"Fine." I said. Egawa was a fine man. It wasn't as if I wanted him to be my intimate customer. I had Saitou. I just wanted to thank Egawa properly. My pride wouldn't let me go without repaying him. I thought I would entertain him somehow. I guessed it was impossible until my ankle recovered completely.

_Today is such a tough day. It's already noon. _I sighed. _At least the competition is postponed._ I thought as I put back my handkerchief back on my desk. Then, I noticed something out of place. There was a scrap of paper I had never seen before. I picked it up and unfolded it. To my greatest surprise…

"What is this…? 'How are you doing, Himawari? I suppose you are now a full-fledged oiran now since Saitou-han has agreed to be your first. How is everything over there? –Izu.' …Izu is…Izu is alive?! I knew it! She can't be—wait...Who delivered this letter? It can't be Egawa-han since he was with me. Sayaka-sama is out of question…Saitou-han has long returned to his work…who?" I was agape upon the letter in my hand. I was glad but skeptical as well.

_It can't be Izu who put this here…if she entered Shimabara, people would recognize her…someone helped her? Her lover? _I began to ponder all the lovers she had ever had. I sorted out her lovers who hadn't been visiting but they had been visiting frequently. Still, I thought it was better to confirm it. Once my ankle healed, I would check the customer record.

_Izu is fine. Is she coming back? _I wondered as I lay myself on my mattress. _Izu, please come back soon. _I prayed within my heart as I shut my eyes slowly. I eventually fell into a deep sleep.

OuO/

"Himawari-don! Wake up!"

"Hn?" I opened my eyes and saw two kamuro were shaking me. I propped myself up and yawned. I had a good nap. "What is wrong?" I asked.

"Sayaka-sama said you should take a bath and entertain the customer by pouring drink or play the shamisen." one of the kamuro said.

"I get it. Help me up." I said, smiling. They returned my smile and gladly helped me walk to the bathroom. Of course, they helped me bath too. It was time consuming due to my ankle but it ended well.

I asked the dresser to doll me up as fast as possible and I was back on business.

Apparently there was mountain of customers waiting to see me. I had no idea why but I supposed it was a good sign. Despite not being able to dance or change my seat, they tolerated and were happy enough to have my company. I was happy as well although I didn't show it.

"I saw how you and Midori competed! The moment you started walking, I felt my breath was being taken away! I never expect you would appear so grand in my eyes!"

"I support you as the next Tayuu! Although you are a Shinzou now…"

Seeing how supportive they were towards me who hadn't even become a full-fledged oiran to become the next Tayuu was very encouraging but discouraging at the same time. I believed I wasn't ready. I wasn't skillful enough to continue what Izu had left. And as my respect to my elder sister, I wouldn't dare to take up her position.

I bowed at their praises.

A kamuro brought a shamisen to me and I proceeded to play it to entertain the guests. _What should I play…? _I wondered. I whispered to a kamuro who sat beside me what kind of music should I play and she told me to play something mellow. I thought it was good enough to entertain the guests. As how I was taught, I played according to my own feelings.

_The letter…Who delivered it?_ I pondered. _Should I ask someone about this? But who to ask? Sayaka-sama only wants me to succeed as Tayuu. She has been raising me for this purpose and it is why she put me under Izu. If I bring the letter to Sayaka and tell her that it's the proof that Izu is alive…no, it doesn't guarantee that Izu will be back. Sayaka will not take back her decision on choosing me. I am sure that she will come to pester any time soon. I'll just have to reject every time she comes._

I ended the song and claps were offered to me. I bowed as a form of gratitude.

"Himawari, you may rest now. Let Fubuki take over." Sayaka called as she slid open the door and let a Fubuki Tenjin in.

With the help of two kamuro, I managed to stand up. Slowly I walked out of the room and shut the door behind me.

"How do you feel?" Sayaka asked.

"I'm fine." I said, smiling a little. I told two kamuro to bring me to my room and they nodded cutely. Hence, I left Sayaka. I had no mood to speak with her with all the pressure she had given me and also my injured foot. I preferred to rest for the day.

I trotted towards my room which was beside the stairs to the first floor. Reaching there, I saw Midori and her comrades. They looked at me with that sort of disgusted look. I understood the reason well. I walked passed them.

"She hasn't even given her mizuage away and she's expected to carry on as a Tayuu. Arrogance should be limited!"

"She hasn't even reached her womanhood through mizuage!"

"She is still an apprentice and she wants to take over Izu? What kind of joke is that?!"

"I'm sure when Izu returns; she will cry seeing her precious spot being robbed by her little sister."

"Good thing that she sprained her ankle during the competition. It would have been better if she had broken it." Midori scoffed. She approached me and leered at me; a warning, I supposed. Soon she walked away.

Unknown to me someone stepped on the hem of my kimono and purposely made me lose my balance. I felt as if my surrounding became slow as my body arched towards the stairs. I was falling backwards. With my weight and the weight of my clothes, I doubted I would be safe. _If I fall from the stairs…I can't imagine! I'm too afraid to imagine! How could they do this?! _To think the last thing I saw with my eyes were Midori's and her comrades' smirk irked me very much, but I didn't hate them. I shut my eyes tight, bracing myself to receive the impact.

"Himawari…" A voice called out for. And I realized I was in someone's arms.

"Don't look up—" I looked up and my top knot hit his face.

"S-saitou-han?!" I tilted my head downwards immediately. With him as support, I managed to stand up straight again. By that time, Midori and her comrades had run away.

My ankle pained when I put my foot on the floor. I flinched upon the agony.

"Himawari-don, are you alright?" both kamuro asked in unison. _They are very cute. _I smiled at them and said, "I'm alright." The agony suddenly felt as if it were doubled. I endured the pain anyway. My head was getting dizzy and the surrounding seemed to spin around me. The pain made me drunk. I became uncertain of my steps. Soon, everything blacked out.

OvO/

_Someone is crying. Who is crying? Familiar voice…I recognize this voice. It's Izu. Izu? Where are you? Why are you crying? Izu?! Izu! _Everything was white and bright but there was nothing. I spun around and looked everywhere for the sight of Izu. However, there was no one but me. The nothingness was eerie with only Izu's crying voice echoing throughout the space.

"I'm here." A voice spoke. I spun and immediately saw Izu. Her head was tilted downwards. Her hair was disheveled. She looked exhausted.

"Izu? What's wrong?" I held her shoulders. Once my palms touched her, I felt cold and wet. I removed my hands from her and saw red color. I saw red liquid drip down to the white ground. When I looked at Izu, I saw that she was bleeding. Blood flowed down her lips. Her clothes were soon soaked red. My breathing stopped. I looked down and the ground was no longer white. I scanned around and it was no longer white. I was in bloody abyss.

"Save me! Save me…Hima…" Izu pleaded. She reached an arm out for me. I was afraid. I was frightened. I was horrified. I took steps backwards immediately.

"Why…why won't you save me…Hima!" Izu charged at me, strangling my neck with her slender long fingers. I was shocked awake.

"Izu…Izu…Izu!" I breathed with difficulty. My eyes fluttered open. My vision was blurry due to my tears. I blinked a few times and the tears fell down my cheek. I was in my room; on my mattress. The light was dim. Perhaps it was because the oil was running out.

"Himawari!" A shadow hovered over me. I knew who it was but I couldn't think of anything. My mind was white. My breathing slowed down.

"Izu…" tears started to flow rapidly upon the sight of Saitou without my command. I didn't wonder why he was there with me and why I was there with him. The pain was still there, throbbing. The pain caused by my sprained ankle didn't match the pain I felt in my heart.

"I'm here. I'm here to get my sleep. I haven't been sleeping well due to my job." Saitou pulled me into his arms. I clutched on his clothes as I tried to stop tears. My lips trembled, threatening to cry out loud. I fought to hold it back.

I tilted my head to look closely at Saitou. _Only Izu and Saitou who have seen my tears…_

Saitou stared at me like how he used to. He stared into my eyes as if to look for something. Our proximity neared. Saitou pressed his lips against mine. It was sweet like apple candy and addicting like tobacco. His arms held me tight as if he didn't want to lose me.

The temperature rose and I was losing my breath. Our kiss deepened. I felt as if was being absorbed. _If it's for him, I'll do anything. _I thought. I circled my arms around him and grasped his clothes tightly, begging him not to let go. I wanted him to hold me like this until forever. We exchanged kisses. We exchanged heat, but he wouldn't remove my sash as he had promised.

Saitou pulled back eventually with his stare still fixed on me. He leaned close again and kissed the corner of my eye; licking my tears away. He did the same to my other eye. Then, he kissed my forehead.

* * *

><p>[1] Specially made clogs for Tayuu. The height measures about ten inches.<p>

[2] Kan(貫)is Japanese mass unit measurement. 1 kan = 3.75kg
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Chapter 6

"Is hairpin the only thing Izu left for you?" Saitou asked; Izu's hairpin in his palm.

"Yes." I replied.

"Did she say anything before giving it to you?" Saitou continued to ask.

"She said that it didn't suit her." I stared at Saitou who seemed to be pondering. It was never boring to stare at him. I would stare at him all day long if I could. There was a pinch to my heart. _He still won't touch me despite we were getting in the mood. _I pouted. It was embarrassing but I didn't hate it. I was a little disappointed that he suddenly stopped kissing me. I heard that Saitou had paid the highest price for me. _Yet, he remains the same. If I speak up, will he…embrace me?_

My thoughts flew away when Saitou held my hand and put the hairpin on my hand. His left hand held onto the morning glory flower decoration. In a second, the flower was easily removed. I froze. Inside the hairpin was a rolled up paper.

"Did you know about this?"

"No. I never knew that it could be removed." I looked at Saitou with frowned eyebrows.

Saitou took the paper out and unrolled it. On the paper was written numbers. _A puzzle…Izu used to play numerical puzzle with guests. She used the price of a bottle of sake in her latest game. She had also used the numbers of hairpins she had, numbers of syllables in a song, and even numbers of how many times I failed in a day. What basis is she using in this puzzle? What is she trying to convey?_

Saitou went to my desk and wrote a copy of the numbers.

"19-7-39-12-3-16-45-30-6-23

38-11-41-34-27-28-17-29-46

32-1-4-7-22-13-17-34

24-8-3-21-23-44-34-37-30-6-23

35-1-12-41-42-39-46-11-16-39

32-23-40-12-46-23-3-23-4

27-35-1-41-7-24-46-43-30-13-9

42-23-7-37-4-3

44-24-24-8-3-1-29-41-30-6-23

5-21-36-1-21-22"

I told Saitou everything I knew about the puzzle, how Izu loved to play with numbers and how she loved to use any numbers with any basis. We were both clueless. _Could it be that Izu left this just to leave a memory? Well…I can imagine her smirk again…_ At that point I believed that Izu was free. I was glad. It was a shame that she didn't tell me that she would be leaving me alone. _This puzzle must be her address. She wants me to visit her._ Thinking so, I began to giggle. Then I noticed that Saitou was looking at me with a confused look. He frowned. _Oh…adorable._

"I am sure this puzzle keeps Izu's address. She's inviting me. But I can't get out of here." I chuckled.

"Do you want to be free?"

"Hm?"

"…"

"It's not as if my life is bad. I know there are a lot of happenings lately…but I'm fine." I smiled. _You don't have to worry. As long as you keep coming to see me, I'm alright. _Secretly, my heart kept a little hope, a hope that one day I would be his and he would be mine. Nevertheless…

"I'll buy you." He said.

I was wordless. I kept my eyes on him, doubting but also believing him. I found myself restless that I couldn't stare at him any longer. His eyes were seriously dangerous; dangerous to my heart. I felt happiness surged within and caused my heart to swell in abundance of emotions. It was as if my heart was going to explode.

"We will play with Izu's game some other day. It's late. Let's sleep." Saitou said.

I felt my blood gushed upwards in consciousness of his last sentence. It sounded wrong but right at the same time. I couldn't open my mouth to speak. I became a statue that moment. The time and space seemed to stop their track. My chest felt so full that I couldn't really react to my surroundings. In one swift movement, I was laid down on bed. Saitou embraced me from behind. What really surprised me was, he snored and slept very soundly afterwards.

_He must have been very tired. _I turned to face him but I forgot a fundamental matter. My top knot hit his face again. He was awakened and he stared at me accusingly. I freed myself from his embrace and changed my position properly. When I faced him, he was already asleep. His arms slithered its way around me and embraced me again.

We found peace and comfort in each other as we slept. _Sweet dream, Saitou-han._

OuO/

_Do you understand? This is a charm spell to protect anyone you want to protect. _I woke up from a very comfortable dream. It felt nostalgic and warm. I remembered. It was my mother. A year before she died she had taught me a charm spell. I was very glad to learn it that I memorized it every day. Soon after that she became bed-ridden. In hope that she would recover, I did the charm to my mother, but she died anyway. Was it a curse spell or was it really a protective charm, I had no idea at all.

I propped myself up from my mattress and yawned. I took a look at my ankle which still hurt a bit. I removed the bandage and saw that it was no longer purple. It was a small red dot. _Tonight will be another busy day…It's afternoon already…_

Day by day, my ankle had been recovering gradually. I could walk by myself now without any help. However, I still couldn't walk normally. Sisters of same occupation, Sayaka and even customers had been telling me that I walked like a duck whenever they saw me. Not to mention Midori and her comrades who had been laughing out loud at my sight.

_In this world, there are three kinds of people. One, people who support you sincerely. Two, people who support you as they laugh at you. And the worst of all, people who ridicule you no matter what you do; be it a right thing or a bad thing. _I tottered out of my room with my hands on the wall for support. I was going to the bathroom. The house was opening in any time soon.

_My eyes feel weird…_ _Kana told me that Saitou-han went back before I was awake. He should have shaken me awake… _

I had two kamuro at my service; Benizakura and Kana. They were still six years old. Sayaka assigned them to be my personal servants recently due to my inability to walk properly. Despite being scolded by me, they still helped me walk while laughing at me. At first, they were very naughty that I could hardly handle them but time showed us that we were connected by fate. We were now friends and also sisters.

Step by step I neared the bathroom. I slid open the door and a kamuro ran out of the bathroom, bumping me off my balance. I lost my footing and fell on my butt. I yelped as my butt hit the floor.

"Under whose wings is that kamuro?! Such manners…" I sighed as I propped myself up. The kamuro who unintentionally hit-and-run on me must have been a new comer. Was she crying in the bathroom? I wondered as I entered the bathroom. _Then there's no helping it…It's really sad to leave your family. _I untied my sash and removed my clothes layer by layer. When I was about to step in the bath tub, I saw that the water was drained up and there were… two half-eaten grilled fishes.

_That kamuro's elder sister must teach her about not wasting food. _I ended up cleaning up the tub and filled the tub with water. If anyone were wondering why I must do it by myself, it was because Sumiya was getting large amount of guests today so servants including kamuro were all reserved. It didn't matter much to me. I was given compensation due to my ankle. I had all the time I needed to prepare which also meant I could sleep as long as I wanted. In addition, the majority of the guests were regulars so they didn't mind me being slow.

I entered the bathtub slowly. The water was warm but it lacked the usual comfort. Since I prepared it, I couldn't complain could i?

At the corner of my eyes, several oiran were slightly visible. There was no necessity to look at them to know what they were doing. _They are bad-mouthing about me as they look at me disgustingly._ _A non-full-fledged oiran is being chosen as the next Tayuu… what kind of joke is that…? _All inhabitants were concerned to the fact that Izu had disappeared. Even those who usually wouldn't care much about their surroundings cared for once.

_Izu's puzzle is really hard. _I drowned myself under the water. Ten seconds later I emerged from the water to take my breath. I decided that I would forget everything and enjoy today. _I hope I get to see Izu soon._

_ Will I be alright without Izu? _Bath was getting boring with unnecessary thoughts streaming inside my mind. Those oiran were getting louder. It was getting uncomfortable. The water had become slightly colder too. I got out of the bathtub and dried myself with a towel. After that, I wore my bathrobe and returned to my room.

A kamuro told me that the dresser had waited in my room. I quickened my pace despite the futility. After getting adorned, the dresser exited soon.

I lay down on my mattress and sighed. Laziness seemed to swallow my whole being. _No. I must hurry. _I knew being lazy would only bring painful memories back so I sat up quickly as not to give myself a chance to recall. Once I had propped myself up, I felt something under my palm; on the floor. I picked it up to see what it was.

_Another letter…but still…who delivered this? Could it be the dresser? _I unfolded the letter and read. The letter which should have brought me peace brought me anxiety instead.

"Himawari, let's play a game." Izu wanted to play a game. It was supposed to be something nostalgic but it made me feel worried instead. _A game? I hope she won't bring trouble like before… _I couldn't do anything at that moment as I had no idea how to contact Izu. I stared at the letter in great curiosity. What I could do was to do my job like usual.

"Himawari? Are you inside?" A familiar voice rang from behind the door. Soon, the door was slid open, showing a man of cuteness. Egawa entered my room with uneasiness. He chuckled nervously.

"Why are you so nervous, Jun-han? Haven't you visited this room before?" I teased.

"That time was an emergency!" Egawa sighed in defeat. He sat a few steps away from me. I knew what he was going to do here. Ever since my magnificent fall from those high clogs, Egawa had been coming every morning to change the bandage. Apparently, it was Sayaka's personal request which involved some coppers or so what I had heard from the kamuro.

"Is it true that Sayaka-sama pays you to do this?" I asked as I beckoned for him to sit nearer. Since he was here to treat me, he shouldn't sit so far. He neared me shyly which I found very adorable. I held back my giggle. Gently, he took my ankle in his hands and changed the bandage.

"Yes." He said.

"How much money does she give?"

"A meal." He chuckled.

"Why is it not money?" I arched an eyebrow, wondering.

"Well…to be honest, i…I've been starving myself these three days. Sayaka-san offered money but…" Egawa responded with a forced chuckle. He was a rather popular man in Sumiya. His kindness and modesty were recognized even to the newest servant.

"Why did you refuse? Isn't money better than a meal?" I asked. At that moment, Egawa tied up the bandage and finished the treatment.

"I can't bring myself to accept it. A meal helps a lot. In addition, I'm glad I'm able to help a beautiful oiran." Egawa fidgeted.

I chuckled at his compliment. "Thank you."

"You're welcome." He smiled. The next second, his expression changed. He looked purely curious. "What is that paper you're holding? A love letter?"

"This is a letter from Izu." I said.

"Izu?! I-is she safe?! Where is she now?!" Egawa suddenly became another man. Anxious was plastered all over his face. He reached for my hands and held them tightly. He must have hoped for clues to where Izu was. Unfortunately, I had to disappoint him.

"I suppose she's safe. But there's no clue anywhere to her location." I said, smiling apologetically. _He must have missed Izu badly._

Upon my words, his strength loosened and he released my hands. He sighed heavily. Severe disappointment was shown. He gave an uncertain sort of chuckle and apologized that he was being weird. I didn't mind it. Egawa was being himself.

"Any trace to Izu?" I asked. He must have worked hard in investigating.

"Not yet." He said, shaking his head.

I folded the paper and kept it in my sleeve. Then I proceeded to prop myself up; standing. Egawa offered his arm half way to help me up. I accepted it gladly. We walked to the hall where the guests were waiting.

"Oh, I received another letter from Izu. It's filled with numbers. I guess she's up for a game now that she's free now." I giggled. "I wonder what the puzzle really is."

"Is that so? She must have missed you." Egawa agreed. "I really hope she will send one for me."

"Perhaps one day." I said. We reached our destination and saw people encoring for us as they entered the hall.

Benizakura and Kana were standing by the door. They welcomed us, teasing us being a married couple. _Seriously…children and their mind…_I sighed. They said whatever they wanted, but I knew I could never be together with Egawa. I still liked Saitou best and Egawa still held hopes for Izu.

Duo kamuro slid open the door in unison and let me in the hall. Cheers were loud and clear. Claps were offered. Men looked blissful at my sight. However, there was one who looked very discontented. It was no other than Midori.

"What kept you so long Egawa-san?! Are you sure you didn't lay a finger on Himawari?" A man teased and the entire hall laughed at Egawa who looked bashful as he denied the accusation.

"Come and join us!" a few men invited and dragged Egawa into the crowd.

"Sumiya's duck is finally here!" One of the men cheered.

"Excuse me, sir." I replied immediately with a bit of a sarcastic tone while keeping my face stony. They laughed. They knew how my feelings appear on my face despite I hid it. I sat at the end of the hall where Benizakura and Kana sat as well. They reserved the spot for me.

"Lovey-dovey couple." Kana whispered to Benizakura. Benizakura replied, "with Egawa-han." They giggled.

"Shut up, you two." I whispered at them, pouting at them at the same time.

In the hall, there were other oiran as well. They were already serving their respective guests; pouring sake or speaking. Midori was serving a man but she didn't seem happy.

The door slid open again. Sayaka entered smoothly and announced that Midori and I would do another competition at that moment. I was getting tired of her surprises. Sayaka said that we would compete in tea ceremony. She also said that the winner would be the next Tayuu. I was bored of her tactic to impress the guests.

We did the tea ceremony once the preparation was done. When the tea was through, I gave it to the guest who sat beside me. He drank it and complimented how delicious it was. Midori also gave her tea to the guest who sat beside her. The guest also complimented on her tea. However, Midori didn't seem content like usual. She looked…pale. In this case, she looked anxious.

Soon we returned to our own seat. During our service, a guest suddenly yelped. When people stared at him, he said someone groped his butt. Everyone burst into laughter that moment. I found myself unable to contain the humor that I laughed out as well. Unfortunately, Sayaka seemed to mind about this a little bit.

When I laughed, the hall fell into abyss of silence abruptly. When I scanned around, I saw that they were staring at me with big eyes. I asked my loyal kamuro and they said that I should smile more.

"Himawari…isn't bad, eh?" A man complimented with his eyes still transfixed on me.

"Her beauty doesn't lose to Izu's too. If only she hadn't hurt her ankle, I would love to see her dance."

"As expected of Sayaka-san's eyes. She chooses the right woman as the next Tayuu."

"Thank you very much for the compliment. She is still a stupid girl who knows nothing about the relationship between a man and woman. I am very ashamed to not educate her well." Sayaka laughed. Of course, calling me stupid was a tactic to fool those men to become my customers. After all, men liked a fool woman best.

"Ah…can I have a cup of sake?" The man who sat beside me asked as he blushed. I bowed a bit and poured him a cup of sa-ke. That was when he yelped, making the sa-ke spill. Quickly, I took my handkerchief to wipe his wet hand.

"What's going on?" Other man asked.

"Someone grabbed my butt." He said as he looked at me. Everyone turned their eyes on me who knew nothing at all. _Are they suspecting me? _I felt my blood drained off my face. It was too sudden for me to deny.

"I didn't—" I tried to deny when someone interrupted me.

"—Himawari will never do such shameless thing!" Egawa suddenly stood up in anger. Was it the anger which made him look red?

_Egawa-han… _

"Did you two do it?" I whispered to Beni and Kana. They were mischievous sometimes. _I had better scold them after this_. However, they looked at each other in confusion and shook their heads at me.

"I-isn't it…getting a bit chilly?" A man asked, looking pale and nervous.

"Stop it…it's not like there's a spirit in this room…" Another man replied.

"But…haven't you heard about the rumor? It is said that the priestess of the great serpent killed those oiran… could it be that she's here? Concealing her appearance as she watches us?" For guests to know about those details, the girls around must have been babbling about it.

"Stop it. There's no such thing." A man denied.

"But the murder was very mysterious, and what about Izu's bracelet? Could Izu be the priestess?" The guests were starting to become restless. Everyone looked nervous. Rumor was rumor but its effect was too strong to be a mere rumor. Well…the oiran was killed mysteriously and there was no trace of the murderer. Izu's bracelet was the only clue but no one knew what relation it had with the murder.

_Izu? Izu is the priestess? But she's free now. Her bracelet must have dropped when she escaped. _With the rumor of the priestess going on, people could only assume it was Izu; both the murderer and the priestess. I refused to believe it. I had lived with her for ten years. I knew she wasn't the suspect. She was playful but she would never do such crime.

Another man yelped abruptly. "Someone touched my butt!" he looked angry. The guests were standing up to scan their surroundings suspiciously. Some were blaming each other and some were just frightened that it was the priestess' deed.

_In such crowd…there's no way an oiran would grope anyone's butt. To hide in such horde needs small stature. Could it be a kamuro? _I scanned the hall for kamuro. Beni and Kana already denied the deed. It must be a new kamuro's deed. There was a sudden movement at the corner of my eyes. A foreign yet familiar kamuro slid open the door and ran out stealthily.

_That kid! _I trotted my way out and tailed after the kamuro. If her sister oiran wouldn't teach her a lesson, I would. She almost put me in a difficult position and she annoyed guests in the most shameless way. She must be stopped.

Following the kamuro, I was led to the second floor the furthest room's terrace. It was a spot where the moon could be seen clearly. The sole moon was hung high in the sky. Its great brilliance shone through thin clouds. The panorama was solemnly beautiful that night. The breeze was chilling and comfortable. I felt as if I was cast with a spell that I couldn't remove my eyes from the moon. I rarely saw such scenery

"A murderer." A voice rang behind me, making me spun in reflex. It was the kamuro who bumped onto me this morning. Her bangs were covering her eyes. Her skin was bloodless. She stood several steps away.

"A murderer?" I asked.

"The man with golden hairpin killed Kiku and cut off the hand which fed me." She said as she tilted her head to look at me. She felt different in an instant. Her eyes were black but…not of human's.

"…What are you? How do you know?" I asked, taking a step forward.

"A passing cat." She replied, smiling playfully. From behind her, a tail poked out playfully. "Kiku fed me secretly at the backyard. Now I have paid my debt. Please look for the murderer."

"Kiku…is kiku at peace?"

"Perhaps. It is not a spirit's job to meddle with earthy problems. I can only tell you so. To take revenge or not is another trial for humans." She answered. She wagged her tail right and left.

"…A spirit" I was dumbstruck at that moment. I had no idea how to respond to it. I was more curious to the reason why I could see her. True, my eyes felt weird since this afternoon but I thought it was because I cried the previous night, but…maybe it wasn't the case.

"Can you tell me why I am seeing you?"

"You are a descendant of a shrine maiden. I sense little power from you. I am uncertain whether you would be able to see after today."

"Why is that?"

"I let you see. When you were still asleep, I lent you my eyes or specifically my power. It will disappear in midnight." She explained. Then, in a blink she turned into a black cat. "Farewell." She disappeared.

"Why did you choose me?!" I questioned as fast as I could but the cat was gone. _What should I do?_

Standing there didn't work at all. Doing nothing only brought back the shadow of the past. I remembered Kiku. I couldn't think of any solution so I decided that I would return to the hall where the guests were. When they asked me where I had gone to, I lied to them that I went to the bathroom. They reacted nervously and I knew what they were thinking or rather…imagining. It was alright.

I returned to my seat where Beni and Kana sat. I whispered them what had happened when I wasn't here. They whispered to me that guests were continuing their celebration with other oiran and just a moment ago one customer yelped again with the same reason. Both kamuro also admitted that they also poked some guests' buttocks for the fun of it.

I nodded and faced the guests. _The cat spirit is having fun despite asking me to look for the murderer. _I sighed. _She must stop harassing the guests. If I were to pick one of them…Jun-han seems to be the only decent man around here. _I thought as I scanned the entire hall for the cat spirit. That was when I saw an odd movement. A kamuro seemed to be crawling behind men towards where Egawa was sitting.

_As expected._ I whispered to Beni and asked her to bring Egawa to my room but of course, not to say that loudly. Beni stood from her seat and dashed towards Egawa. She whispered into his ear and told him exactly what I had asked her to say. How did I know? Well, Egawa blushed madly. He was modest and kind. However, he was still a man. God knew what he was thinking. He stood up and excused himself to the bathroom.

I took my handkerchief from under my sash and pretended to cough onto the handkerchief. Secretly, I darted my eyes towards where the cat spirit was. She looked displeased. She pouted and disappeared into thin air.

"Kana, among these men, can you find who has golden hairpin?" I whispered to Kana. She seemed challenged from how her eyes glimmered with amusement.

"Well then, I'll return to my room to rest. My ankle hurts." I excused myself, bowing at the guests. That moment, Beni ran back to me to help me. I leaned down a bit to whisper to her. I told her to bring me some salt. _The cat said the power will disappear in midnight. But I guess it's better to put a precaution. I don't want to have anything to do with spirits._

"Do you need me to carry you to your room?" A man volunteered. There was no necessity to respond to such query. Sayaka would respond to it for me.

"I'll cost you double." Yes, Sayaka still seemed to cherish my choice of man.

"Spare me!"

OnO/

I walked as silently as I neared my room. I could hear faint chatters. I placed an ear on the door to listen what conversation was happening. _It's Jun-han's voice. _I recognized but I still couldn't hear clearly. Egawa was muttering something. Due to the limit of how much I could hear, I slid open the door slightly to enable me to see.

What my eyes witnessed was something I couldn't tolerate for long. I saw Midori. To do such thing, she must have disliked me so much.

"S-stop…" Egawa stammered. That moment, he was pushed onto the floor by Midori. With slow but steady motion, she untied the sash and loosed her clothes. She pressed herself onto Egawa's chest, looking very seductive.

"Midori! U-uhm…y-your c-chest…" Egawa stuttered as he shut his eyes. His hands trembled and cold sweat rolled down his cheek.

Seeing how impudent Midori had become, I lost my patience and barged into the room. I stared at them as I said, "Do it in your own room, Midori."

"Didn't you ask Egawa-han to come to your room to do this with him?" She glared.

"No! I only want to have a talk." I explained.

"You don't mind me taking Egawa-han, right?" She smiled sweetly as she moved away from Egawa and fixed her clothes. She eyed Egawa seductively as she walked out of my room.

Egawa stood up, looking very nervous and awkward for what had just taken place. I proceeded to step into my room. Before I slid the door, Beni came running with a jar of salt. She passed it to me and looked at me eagerly for some compliments. I complimented her as I patted her head. She smiled brightly.

I turned to face Egawa who was fidgeting. He must have been very embarrassed by what Midori had done.

"Men are always men—" I attempted to tease when I suddenly felt a push from behind which caused me to fall forward. It felt nostalgic. I saw Egawa rushed to me with open arms. I fell into his arms and I got my balance back.

"Nice, Kana!" Beni praised. Kana cheered, clapping her hands in the process. They giggled as they ran away.

I was so embarrassed that I couldn't even face Egawa now. My face felt oddly warm due to the scent of Egawa which pierced my nose. It smelt like a mixture of sweat and—_Rose? This scent…smells familiar._

I pushed Egawa away. "Jun-han, I…I think it's better to talk some other time. I'll scold those two properly later. I apologize." I bowed. _What on earth do those two want?! It's so shameful!_

"Ah, no. It's fine. Children like to fool around anyway. Ahahaha…" Egawa laughed. "I understand, I'll see you some other time then. Good night." He exited my room, bowing slightly.

I sighed. _I hope Kana does her job properly since I sent a letter to Wachigaya saying that I would be staying overnight here. _I lay myself on my mattress. I could feel exhaustion taking a toll on me. I decided to take a nap. Hence, I shut my eyes and succumbed into the fantasy.

OuO/

Someone was knocking on the door. I was still half-asleep. It was a bother to get the door so I let it be. _It will stop soon… _That was what I thought but the knock continued restlessly. I gave up on sleeping and got up. I yawned and blinked my eyes. Suddenly in front of my eyes was a face. I was startled that I couldn't breathe.

"Himawari-don! Got you!" Kana cheered happily for her success in scaring me. Soon, Beni entered with a giggle. She must have been the one who knocked on the door. _These kids…_

"You two!" I raised my voice at them. Not only did they ruin my sleep, they also scared the hell out of me.

"We are at fault, forgive us Himawari-don. We promise we will not do it again." They bowed and recited those phrases as if they were used of it. I sighed. "Fine." I said, folding arms before my chest.

Kana approached me and whispered into my ear. "I didn't find any golden hairpins." She said. She sat beside Beni again, waiting for any request or order.

"Good job. You two must be tired. You may go after changing my clothes." I said.

"No candies?" They pouted as they looked at me with the sort of deliberated disappointment in eyes.

"…Oh, aren't you two cute! Here, some candies." I passed a small package of candies to them. Their cuteness I couldn't tolerate. I was so grateful that they were assigned to me. They were naughty but they had this cuteness which made me forgive them easily. In fact, they really held onto their words. That was the first time they ever surprised me so.

"Thank you, Himawari-don!" They smiled brightly. Beni kept the package into her sleeve and then along with her partner, they helped me get a change. After wiping the white paint and lip paint away, they dressed me up in my night robe and removed my hair decorations.

I could feel my hair slid down. It felt very nice to have all your weight put down after a long day. Finishing their job professionally, I kissed their temples and dismissed them. I was alone in my room again.

_No hairpin… _I recalled the report Kana had brought to me. There was not much clue so far so I decided to get my beauty sleep again. However, another knock on the door was suddenly audible.

"Who is it?"

"It's me. Midori."

I was very cautious around her now. I had no idea what she was coming for. I reluctantly asked what she wanted. _Bully?_

"I wanted to plead you." She said as she slid the door open. She looked anxious, nervous and desperate. She seemed lost. She placed herself in front of me. There was no hostility shown so I supposed that it was alright. She brought a tea-pot of sake and two cups.

"I apologize for being improper with Egawa-han in your room. Will you forgive me?" She asked. She looked timid. She didn't dare to look at me in the eyes.

I nodded. "It's fine."

"And…I am in need of money. I need a proper income to feed my poor family in the village. My mother and little brother are ill. I really need to be a Tayuu! Please, Himawari! I am too shy to borrow money to anyone. To me, it's not appropriate. I need to get higher rank to feed them!" Midori's eyes leaked. She cried as she begged. She bowed countless time at me which I couldn't bear. I immediately held her shoulders, asking her not to beg anymore. Yet, she kept bowing, hitting her temple on the floor. I couldn't do anything else but to either pretend to agree or agree.

_Izu's letter…she sounds happy. _To be honest, I felt as if Izu had been freed from all chains. I was happy when I received the letter. That moment, I had decided.

"I don't think Izu will come back, but I know she's happy outside." I said.

"…eh?" Midori tilted her face to look at me.

"I will let you have the position. I'm not sure if Sayaka-sama would allow or not, but…."

"It's alright. I will convince her! Thank you Himawari! Thank you! As my gratitude I will pay my respect with this cup of sake." She poured sake into the cup and drank it. Hope seemed to radiate from her face. She seemed very happy. I was glad too.

"It's my pleasure." I smiled as I poured sake into the other cup. I raised the cup and drank it.

Midori gave me a deep bow before she left with her pot and cups. A bright smile hung on her face. "Good bye." She greeted. "Now I only need to kill Izu."

Suddenly I felt my throat burning. My stomach lurched with great pain. My chest tightened and my breath became shallow. I held onto my chest as I endured the torturing sensation. I felt nausea and red liquid started to flow down my lips. _B…blood? _The view before my eyes shook. I wheezed and coughed. Everything around me was spinning. _The cup…the cup is…_

Everything turned black.
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Chapter 7

"How is she?" I could hear a familiar voice. It belonged to Sayaka. She sounded very worried. _Ah, that's right. I was poisoned._ I recalled.

"She's fine. It's a weak poison and she didn't drink much. She should be fine after a few rounds of bathroom businesses." A foreign voice rang. I supposed it was the physician.

"I wonder who would poison her." Sayaka wondered.

Slowly but surely, I opened my eyes. The light entered my eyes and stung them a bit. I blinked a few times to make sure my eyes were adjusted to the brightness. I could see Sayaka and the physician.

I recalled my promise. I remembered it well. _Midori… her family is ill. _As angry as I was, I couldn't just let her family die. Be it a lie or a truth, I wouldn't go back my word. I turned my gaze to Sayaka who held my hand tightly. _It's warm._

"Sayaka-sama…let Midori rise as Tayuu." I pleaded. I was sincerely letting Midori get the position. When I thought about it again, i couldn't help but to think that I was such a fool to let her rise. I wasn't aware of the terror waiting at the corner.

Seeing how I pleaded, Sayaka must have felt very disappointed but certainly she was moved by my request.

"I can't take the position with in this state. Let her take it." I pleaded again.

Sayaka looked very furious. Of course, she had always wanted me to take the position. _She wants me to take this position…Does she have to do with Izu's escape?_

"Sayaka-sama, did you by any chance…help Izu escape?" I braced myself to ask. In any way, she wouldn't hit or punish a sick person.

"Escape? No? I never knew what she was thinking." Sayaka sighed, releasing my hand. "Hima, are you sure you're going to give up on the position? Don't you think it's a gift from Izu?" She frowned. Concern and desperation were mixed and plastered over her wrinkled face.

"I see…As expected of Izu. She's the expert in acting and hiding." I giggled as I remembered how skillful Izu was. I halted my giggle and looked at Sayaka. "I'm sure. Let Midori take it. I am not a full-fledged oiran anyway. I'm getting enough disturbances from other oiran."

"Midori isn't a full-fledged oiran too!" Sayaka prodded.

"She has more 'will' than I do." I convinced. "She has her reasons to want that position."

"Is there still a chance that you will change your mind?" Sayaka didn't seem really happy. She looked utterly hopeless upon my words. But I had decided. I shook my head.

Sayaka sighed. She stood up and exited my room. "Rest well."

OvO/

For the whole day I had been on bed; rolling on floor, singing, and sleeping. Sayaka didn't allow me to work for the day due to my frequent private business. After a few rounds of business, I felt better. _At least, I can serve a customer for today. _I thought as I went downstairs to look for Sayaka.

_My ankle has recovered a lot. I'm sure I can run now although it's not allowed. _I approached the entrance and saw busy Sayaka was dealing with kimono maker. She must be choosing clothes for Midori's parade. Midori was there too; getting measured.

"Sayaka-sama, can I serve at least one customer?" I asked.

"I have reserved one for you." Sayaka said without looking at me. She was then choosing hairpins for Midori. "Is there any golden one?" She asked.

_Golden hairpin… _I thought of what the cat spirit had said. Sayaka had wanted me to be the next Tayuu so much but since she was preparing for Midori, perhaps I was wrong. _If she had wanted me to be the next Tayuu, she would have found a patron to buy Izu's freedom. But she didn't. What does she want? _I pondered as I looked around for the reserved customer. Then I saw Egawa. He sat by the stairs, staring at me.

"What are you doing here, Jun-han?" I neared him.

"Looking at you." He smiled.

"What do you think when you look at me?" I asked.

"I'm thinking if it's alright for Midori to be the Tayuu. Izu might have left the position for you." He said. "Are you really fine with it? You competed so hard to keep the position."

"It is alright. Anyway, shouldn't we talk elsewhere?" I climbed the stairs. Egawa followed from behind. I entered my room and sat in the middle of the room.

"Excuse me." Egawa excused himself as he entered. It was the third time he entered and yet he was still bashful about it. Could it be that he was thinking something or…imagining something?

"Please, make yourself home." I gestured him to sit in front of me. "Are you here as customer or as a policeman?" I smiled gently as I saw him sat at where I beckoned.

"As a customer. B-but I won't ask for something that displeases you. I just want a company." He said, smiling sheepishly. "W-well…if it's not much of a trouble, I just…want to lie on your lap…" He explained, casting his eyes away from my gaze.

"Of course." I adjusted my position. He crawled towards me and placed his head on my lap. With my fingers, I patted his head tenderly. I slowly swept his fringe upwards; showing his bandana. He gazed at me without blinking. It was as if he couldn't look anywhere else. It made me feel a little ticklish.

"There, there… You have worked hard. For now, just forget all burdens and enjoy your time." I whispered as I kept patting his hair. "Sleep if you want. The time is all yours now." I added. A warm smile seemed to creep onto his face. I was naturally drawn to smile as well. Suddenly, he giggled.

"What is it?" I asked; clueless.

"I never thought I would see this side of yours. Usually i feel all tingling to tease you but somehow this side of you really tickles!" He laughed.

"S-stop it! You're embarrassing me!" I protested.

"Ahahaha! Not bad! Not bad at all, Hima!" He laughed.

I pouted. "You may leave my lap alone now."

"I was joking! I was joking!" He denied desperately. He took my hand in his and put it on his temple. "Your hand is cold and comfortable. It feels nostalgic like my deceased mother's hand." He shut his eyes as to enjoy the comfort. We stayed that way for a while. It was peaceful and comfortable. With the crickets singing and the chilling wind blowing, we were at ease. It felt as if all those nightmares were a big lie. If only it was a reality…

"Jun-han, have you found any trace of the culprit or Izu?" I asked. The feeling of ease made me worry. I couldn't stop thinking about the case; somehow. _The one with golden hairpin… _The words kept replaying itself in my mind.

"Nothing yet. Right, is there anything Izu left for you before she disappeared?" His eyes looked straight at me. His eyebrows were slowly frowning. That time I was worried that I might have stolen his peace away. He had to remember about his beloved's disappearance.

"Izu left her hairpin and inside there was a letter. I don't even know if it's a letter. It is more of a puzzle." I spoke. Izu's smirking face kept replaying itself in my mind. _I miss you…_

"What is the puzzle?" He asked, no longer frowning.

"A puzzle of numbers. I can't decipher it. Do you want to see it?" I offered. Egawa moved away from my lap and sat facing me. I approached my desk and pulled out my drawer. Then I took the hairpin out. I removed the decoration and retrieved the letter. I passed it to Egawa.

"Hmm…" Egawa stared intently at the numbers. I wondered if he was challenged like how he used to. For that instance, I thought he was adorable. Abruptly, Saitou's silhouette popped in my mind, reminding me of my sweetheart.

"Ahh! I can't think of anything! The last puzzle Izu played on me was numbers of how many times she had bathed in that week!" Egawa soon gave up. He complained yet he still worked hard to think what those numbers were. "I'm sure there's something in this puzzle! Fine! I'll definitely find out where Izu is and clear her name off people's suspicion!" He declared. It was true. It was unfair for people to regard her as the priestess of the great serpent when she had just escaped away from this cage.

"Oh!" I recalled of something as if I was struck by a lightning. I reached for my drawer again and took a scrap of paper out. "This is also a letter. I guess she really misses me that she invites me to play a game. But I have no idea what game it is." I commented as I passed it to Egawa.

"Hm?" Egawa looked startled. "This…this is not Izu's writing."

"Eh?" I was surprised. I took another letter out and showed it to Egawa. "This one is from Izu's…"

"This one has Izu's name written, this one doesn't have any name. The other one is a puzzle. Look, the writing is different. Izu's writing is smaller and neat while this letter which asks to play a game is harsh and big." He spread those letters on the floor so that the differences were clear to my eyes.

"Could it be…the murderer?" I encouraged myself to ask. Everything seemed foreign to me. How could I not realize the difference in writing? _The murderer wants me to play a game…what kind of game? _I wondered with discomfort.

"Hima, you might be in danger." Egawa looked at me; concern and care in his eyes. "It's better to tell Sayaka and have her to assign some guards." He spoke with a rushing tone. He seemed sincerely worried. Somehow…I felt my heart beat faster upon the sight of his worried face.

_Why are you so concerned about me…? _I wondered.

I obeyed what he had suggested. I wrote a note about me in danger and how I found out about it. I passed it to Beni and Kana who were on stand-by outside. I told them to give it to Sayaka and they immediately made a bee line.

"Hima, you have to be cautious around you." Egawa warned.

I nodded. I had no idea what was going to happen but I definitely had no interest to know. I was confused. I was frightened of what might happen to me. I was afraid that I might not be able to meet Saitou. I was afraid that I might not be able to meet Izu again. It felt as if I was being thrown into eternal darkness without a single light. Tears threatened to form but I held it back.

The door was slammed open. It was Sayaka. She looked irritated.

"Sayaka—"

"—If you want a guard just make Egawa-han your guard! I'm busy with Midori's preparation!" Sayaka shouted as she puffed smoke into my room. She inhaled again from her tobacco stick. She stomped away, leaving four dumb people.

"Did you hear it, Kana?" Beni asked Kana with a half-hearted whisper.

"Yes. Sayaka-sama gave her blessings." Kana giggled in the manner of whisper.

"Shush!" I beckoned them to leave. They left while still gossiping about us. _Not again!_

What Sayaka had said felt as if there were fireflies in the abyss of darkness. Hovering over me and eventually showed me the exit.

"…huh?" Egawa was flabbergasted. His eyes were wide open. His dumb face was full of disbelief. "W-wait! What about my job?!" He asked no one. He turned to me with his mouth agape. He blinked hopelessly.

Seeing how he was cornered by Sayaka's decision was very comforting. I couldn't help myself to giggle. Gradually, I began to laugh out loud. I was unable to contain my laughter that it burst out suddenly. I knew I was in the presence of a guest, but I found myself weak to the situation. Policies of Oiran were soon invalid in front of that man.

"S-shut up!" He shouted. His face was red due to embarrassment. He was apple red even to his ears. He attempted to grab my wrist but he missed as I dodged him. He leaned towards me for another try. However, he tripped over his own hakama[1] and fell onto me. My wrist was in his palm. The force wasn't great enough to make both of us fall off balance. I was still sitting. Nevertheless, our faces were close.

Our eyes sought for something between and wouldn't look away. Egawa slowly came nearer. With each beat of my heart, he was coming close. I found myself stunned.

_N-no! _My heart felt as if it was going to burst. I shut my eyes.

"Time is over, Egawa-san."

"H-huh?! Y-yamaguchi-san?!" Egawa yelped at the sight of Saitou at the door frame.

"I said the incense is burnt." Saitou emphasized on his phrase. He seemed to glare at Egawa for an instance. I was dumbstruck. _Has he been watching? _I had never felt like this before. Fear and happiness mixed together and fogged my heart.

I tried to push Egawa away, but he took hold of my hands instead. He held them tight as he looked at Saitou. "I… I want to be with Hima!" He exclaimed.

"Please! Just a moment!"

"This is Shimabara. You came as a customer right? Follow the rules." Saitou stated. He approached Egawa and released his hands off me. Then, Saitou pulled Egawa by his clothes and pushed him out of the room. Before Egawa stepped out of the room, he struggled and held Saitou by his arms. He pushed him back. With another forceful push, Saitou had him chased out of my room.

"Himawari! I'll come again!" Egawa shouted.

Saitou used his sword to hold the door; preventing it to be opened. He spun and stared at me. That moment, my memory reeled itself and replayed the scene when his lips pressed onto mine. I remembered it perfectly. Recalling the moment, I felt my temperature rose rapidly.

"Why are you blushing?" Saitou asked. The corner of his lips looked as if it was trying to form a smirk but he held it back. He crouched down before me and cupped my chin roughly. In a blink, he was kissing me. The kiss was rough, harsh and forceful. I barely had any time to breathe. It was as if he was trying to eat my lips away. I attempted to struggle half-heartedly. I gasped for air but Saitou wasn't giving me a rest.

"S-Saitou—h-han!" I struggled. He finally gave me some time to rest. I placed my palms on his cheeks and scrutinized him. _This face… Hm? _Noticing something off, I burst a loud round of laughter. I laughed so hard that tears began to form.

"What is so funny?!" He pulled this sort of very confused and troubled face. It worsened my laughing fit. I found myself unstoppable. With every ounce of strength I had, I pushed him away and approached my desk. Still laughing, I took the standing mirror and passed it to Saitou. His appearance seemed like a stage entertainer. His mouth was smeared red and white from my white paint and red lip paint.

Seeing how funny he looked, Saitou used his sleeve to wipe away the paint. I immediately took my handkerchief out and helped him wipe the paint out. Gently and softly, I wiped the white and red color off my beloved. Our eyes met and I couldn't hold back my smile.

It took a while to wipe all off but I enjoyed the moment. For only a moment, Saitou seemed to fidget although he held all his emotions back. I giggled.

He must have been very annoyed. His frown explained so.

Saitou put down the mirror and pushed me down. "I'll eat you." He said. Somehow it felt ticklish that I started to giggle. We gazed at each other for a short moment before Saitou placed his left palm on my right cheek; tenderly touching my face.

"Do you believe in the existence of the priestess?" I asked.

"Perhaps." He planted a kiss on my nose.

That time, we didn't know—I wasn't aware of the terror which had been haunting me. Our sweet moment wouldn't last. However, I let myself forget and I let myself drown in the sweetness of love. What was going to happen next was a strict reminder to me.

Nostalgic yet different scream echoed throughout Shimabara. It felt as if the day of Izu's disappearance was repeating itself. Again, I found my sweet dream was being shattered by that shriek of dread.

"Himawari-don! W-what is happening?!" Beni and Kana slid open the door forcefully that Saitou's sword fell off the door frame and unlocked the door. They looked terrified. Their skin was bloodless; purely afraid.

Saitou stood and grabbed his sword. He slid it by his waist and marched out of my room. I felt fear chained around my ankles. I was afraid but I wanted to confirm the nightmare. Whether it was a nightmare or not… I wanted to see the truth with my own eyes. I propped myself up and gathered my courage to exit.

I pursued Saitou's back. Soon, he stopped walking. There was crowd around him. Oiran and guests were surrounding something. Saitou spun and said, "Return to your room." I didn't understand what he meant so he repeated the same thing.

"No. What is happening?" I asked as I pierced through the horde to look at the truth.

"Himawari-don!" Beni and Kana followed from behind. Their footsteps indicated so.

I reached the truth. It was a shamisen wrapping. It was stained with fresh blood. It was unwrapped. There lied an arm with writing carved on the flesh. It was written 'himawari'. Seeing it, I was wrenched awake. I was in danger.

Beni and Kana who had witnessed the hideous arm started to wail. I spun to them and embraced them as not to let them see any more of the scenery. I patted their backs, comforting them.

Saitou and I glanced at each other. Then, Saitou proceeded to dispose the arm and the wrapping. He also disbanded the crowd.

"It's alright. It's alright. I'm here." I placated Beni and Kana. That was when I noticed it. A small note fell off Saitou's sleeve. As a change of mood for the duo koshi, I told them to retrieve the note in exchange for candies. They nodded and ran to where the note was. They seemed to have calmed down a bit.

Taking the paper from Kana's palm, I unfolded it to find greater horror. I was speechless. Tears began to pour but I was clueless what I should do. The horror was in the writing. It was Izu's writing and it was written, "Hima, save me." The nightmare repeated itself in my mind. I was frightened that I wouldn't be able to save Izu. I was afraid that the nightmare might become real.

"Beni, Kana, come along." I said as I ran towards my room. Once I reached there, I put the note and Izu's letter together. I compared the writing and confirmed that they were Izu's writing. _Izu's in danger! _I wiped away my tears. It was not the moment to be crying. I had to reach Izu somehow. _Why does Saitou-han have this note?_

Running footsteps were audible. Inhabitants of Shimabara became restless. They ran around yelling, "Fire! Fire! The backyard is on fire!"

My attention turned to Beni and Kana. They were still young. I had to protect them. I held their hands. _Fortunate you. Oblivious to what is happening._ Upon the continuous fuss, I ran out with Beni and Kana. I could see the black smoke rising up to the sky from outside. The fire was blazing and the wind was blowing. The heat was spreading around Shimabara. Policemen came immediately to put out the fire. Neighboring men were also helping.

_God, protect us! Please don't let anyone die! _I prayed. Oiran were waiting outside Shimabara, praying the fire would die soon. We waited and waited. The hours of waiting felt eternal. With worry wrapping us tight, we could only hope for the ordeal to end soon. It took more hours before the fire was finally cleared. Once a police came out to announce that the fire was put out, we were all relieved. The police announced again that they would check throughout the building to see if there was any victim to the fire.

"Himawari-don, are we going to lose our home?" Beni asked.

"No. It's alright." I smiled.

"Don't forget the candies!" Kana reminded.

"I know." I replied, patting her head.

An oiran came, running to me and passed unfortunate news. She was exhausted from all the running.

"Calm down. Take your breath." I placated.

"E-Egawa-han! Egawa-han has collapsed!" She said.

Without even a moment to blink, I dashed. I ran back into the building. Hope felt as if it was dissipating. I sprinted with all my power. Several men were preventing me from entering, but I managed to force my way in somehow.

"Where is Jun-han?!" I asked one of the policemen.

"Jun? Who?"

"Egawa Jun-han!" I repeated.

"There's no such man in our group." The answer disappointed me. I ran my way and searched room by room. I kept moving my legs and didn't think about taking a break. _Jun-han! _I prayed in my heart, hoping he wasn't caught in the fire. Worry engulfed me but I clung onto the frail hope.

"A man collapsed! Call the physician over!" One of the men shouted. Upon the information, I rushed up to him and asked where the man was. He pointed to a room. I marched my way straightaway.

In the room, I indeed saw an unconscious man but he wasn't Egawa. Someone was already there to attend the fainted man. I excused myself and ran around the hallways, asking if anyone saw a man with green bandana. After all the effort, I still hadn't found Egawa. _Where is he? _I wondered. I kept looking for his figure.

"Himawari-don! Egawa-han is here!" Beni called.

"Why are you here?!" I raised my tone.

"We followed you! We are worried about Egawa-han too!" Kana explained.

"Show me the way." Only for this time I would tolerate their action. Hence, I was led to a room where Egawa was resting. I entered the room and sat beside him. I called him several times but he wouldn't respond. He was still breathing. When I looked closely, his bandana was a bit burnt. His clothes were dirty with black stains here and there. There were several scratches too. I patted his head gently. _Thanks God that he's alright._ I felt warmth spread within my body.

"Hima…wari?" Egawa opened his eyes.

"Jun-han! I was worried! So…so worried! If you disappeared who would help me look for Izu?! Izu is in danger! There's a note from izu." I held back my tears.

"The fire…How is the fire?!" Egawa propped himself up abruptly. As the result, he coughed severely. He must have inhaled too much smoke. His cough wasn't subsiding and it was making me worry. I patted his back in attempt to soothe him. However, it didn't seem to help at all. Egawa kept coughing.

"Jun-han!"

"I… I can't die…before I return Izu's…glory…" He muttered.

"Please! Rest!" The fire has been put out!" I pushed him down onto the floor. "I'll be here. So, rest." I gave a little smile. Whether it was due to exhaustion or comfort, Egawa shut his eyes slowly and finally fell asleep.

"Kana, get some water for all of us. Can you do it?" I requested.

"Yes." Kana replied and took her heels to do the errand.

"Himawari-don…" Beni spoke.

"What is it, Beni?"

"Saitou-han… broke the incense half."

"Saitou-han? Why would he do that?" I was oblivious to it. I just realized that my moment with Egawa was shorter than usual. _Why?_

"No idea." Beni said.

OvO/

Rushed footsteps were audible. The sound of door being slid open. A familiar man appeared. Saitou looked desperate. I wondered what had happened.

"Do not get out of here." He said. With that, he exited the room. I couldn't fathom what he had meant, so I went to look for the reason by myself. Once Kana had returned, I asked her and Beni to look after Egawa until I returned.

I walked around the hallway. People were leaving and Oiran were returning back to their rooms. There was nothing odd. There must be a reason why Saitou told me not to leave the room. I pondered as I walked around. I didn't remember how long I had walked, but I was certain that I searched throughout the building.

Feeling curious of how the backyard had turned, I went there. A small part of the building was burnt but it was good that the fire didn't burn the whole building down. The smell of the smoke was still there. Feeling uncomfortable, I decided to return.

Walking past several rooms near the backyard, I noticed a trail of blood. It was dry and almost black. Little fear crept up to my heart and made me cautious. I followed the blood closely and reached to a room which was near the backyard and was almost burnt down. What I saw there was a shock.

No. There was no blood. But there was a corpse; an oiran. She was burnt beyond recognition. With fear that the corpse might become alive again, I approached it slowly. I reached for her ankle and looked at the name attached to the metal accessory. Seeing 'Midori' printed on, I retracted my hand reflexively. I stood up and walked backwards upon fear and disgust.

"Mi…Midori?" I couldn't believe my eyes. I didn't expect that she would be a victim. I couldn't tear my eyes away from the sight of a woman who had poisoned me before. When I took a close look, I noticed she lacked an arm. I knew it. I understood. She wasn't a victim to the fire, but she was a victim to a murder.

"W-why…are you dead?" I trembled. "If you're still alive…I can…I can avoid thinking about Izu… Why…do you disappear?" I cried. Tears flowed down rapidly. I couldn't contain my sorrow, sadness, anger, hatred and fear. I felt my legs become numb. I eventually fell down.

"I gave the position to you…I gave the Tayuu name to you!" I shouted. "What else are you not happy about?! What else?!" I asked but corpse wouldn't talk. Tears wouldn't stop and my shiver wouldn't stop either.

"…ha…ahahaha…Ahahahahahaha!" Sorrow turned to hopelessness. Cry turned to laughter. Tears continued to flow but laughter wouldn't stop too. "I don't know…I don't know anymore! I don't want to know anymore!"

Several men who had heard my cry, came to me and brought me elsewhere; somewhere silent. I sat in a room alone. Tears stopped and laughter also stopped. My mind was blank. I couldn't think of anything. I didn't want to think. The police interrogated people they thought had relation to the fire and the murder.

Egawa was sent to a physician by Sayaka. While Saitou became the rumored suspect for he was silent during the questions. His motives were unknown and he was emotionless. Still, the police had neither proofs nor courage to deem him suspicious. People believed he was the culprit. Saitou Hajime the third unit's captain of Shinsengumi was known to be cruel after all.

* * *

><p>[1] Japanese traditional pants.<p>


	9. Chapter 8

Chapter 8

Just like how egg white glued on paper, bad luck stuck on me anywhere. Only water could wash it away eventually turning it useless. As simple as that, time would dispel me off my agony; along with my life.

Doubt swallowed my being into deep sea of disbelief. I stared upon the gloomy sky by the window, wondering what was right and what was wrong or was there never black and white? Was everything grey all along?

_It is going to rain…this autumn is full of hurtful truth. One by one they are taken away from me for a purpose I don't understand. Just like those maple leaves._

I had no idea why Saitou kept silent. There must be a reason to his quietness. Was he involved in Izu's kidnapping or was he a victim of threat? If he were involved, it explained why he had stayed silent. If he were a victim, perhaps something precious of his was taken as hostage. Did he have siblings? Did he have a woman he cared other than me? Perhaps he had, which could be proved by his stillness. Maybe he didn't want to drag them with him. If he were not involved; a complete outsider, why didn't he fight for his cause? Why didn't he protect his name?

_I want truth. Should I ask him for the truth of his silence? _I sighed.

I stared at the shy sun which hid behind those grey clouds. It shone with its grace even with clouds holding it back. Shortly, droplets of water began to fall. Drizzle of autumn always made my heart worry. However, I decided not to give into the worry. Seeing how those little birds still flew swiftly as they sung in the rain encouraged me.

I shut the window and approached my desk by my left side; next to a drawer. I sat there and looked at how dark the circles under my eyes. I had been crying a lot ever since Izu disappeared. _I must stop. _I tied my hair up and took up the brush to paint my face, neck and shoulders white. I was grateful the white paint covered all imperfections I had. I smeared red on my lips and corners of my eyes.

_Is Kiku's death connected to Izu's disappearance? Midori's death…too? Is Tayuu a dangerous position now?_ I wondered.

"Himawari-don! The dresser is here!" A voice reported from outside. I recognized that voice; Kana.

"Let him in." I said as I stood up. The dresser entered and without any words, he decorated me swiftly and professionally. He also did my hair. Once everything was set, he excused himself quickly. Of course, he was busy decorating other oiran too.

_Izu taught me all lessons for my survival. I must stand strong. To look for Izu… I need a position to look for sponsors. Guests must be of high rank. Tayuu. It is a fearsome position now. No one would want to step up for the position ever since Midori's death. They keep saying it is Izu's fault. They say Izu's a greedy woman even after her freedom. They say she's the notorious priestess._

I slid open the door to see cheerful faces of two loyal kamuro. They smiled brightly at me. I smiled back. "Good morning. Are you two ready?" It was the day Midori was going to be cremated. Her burnt body and cut arm were going to be sent away.

Kana and Beni nodded to me, smiling with a hint of sadness. Hence, we were sent from Wachigaya with palanquin towards Sumiya.

Reaching there, we saw many of Shimabara inhabitants were already present; especially Midori's comrades. They were all crying uncontrollably; losing their pride as oiran and returned to being human. In a black palanquin, Midori was kept. Two men were there to carry it away.

Sayaka was sobbing hard by my side.

One of Midori's comrades came to me and grasped my clothes strongly. Her makeup was ruined due to her tears. Malice and menace were aimed at me. I frowned at her; sad. I understood her anger and anguish. If only I hadn't given the position to Midori, she wouldn't have died. If only I had prolonged my decision, she might have considered again.

"Why…?! Why did you give the position to her?! Why did you kill her?! It must be you who had planned all these! You must have worked with a customer to trap her and kill her when she pestered for the position!" Hana shook me as she spat all kinds of blame on me.

"You should have known that she was lying about her family! If you knew, you shouldn't have given her what she had wanted!" Asagi joined in and gave me a slap across my face. "Her family had long rotted! Twelve years! Twelve years her family had ceased!"

"I knew nothing about her family. I gave the position she wanted so much that she begged for it! What is wrong about it?!" I released Hana's grip off myself.

"Himawari-don!" Beni called out. Her voice shook. She must have been frightened.

"How dare you…?!" Yuri pushed Beni away. She stomped towards me and sent another slap but I held her wrist; stopping her.

"Enough!" Sayaka shouted as she sobbed. Then, a young man stepped in and separated us. Ah, I recognized him. He was the guard who watched Izu and I when we went for shopping. He was a man with small eyes and freckles on his cheeks.

"Go on… step up as Tayuu. Let's see if you are really innocent or not! If you died later, your name should be clear. Hahah…Ahahahah!" Tears flowed down Hana's cheeks as she walked away with two of her friends; upstairs.

"Hima, you should understand now that there's no one who fits the rank except you." Sayaka came to me as she wiped away her tears.

_Yes. No one would want to be a Tayuu. _I wondered if Sayaka wanted me dead or wanted me to success. 'Tayuu' seemed very morbid despite the honor. _Will I become a Tayuu? _I thought. _No. Not now. I need to look for Izu. In order to do that, I need subordinates. I need subordinates I can reach now and later. I can't get out of this house but they can. Subordinates with flexible position…_

I watched the black palanquin being carried out of the house. Deep in my heart, I said good bye. Once the black palanquin disappeared from my sight, I pulled Beni and Kana by their hands towards my room. I pondered about the candidates to join my Izu-search-group as I climbed up the stairs with Beni and Kana behind me.

_Guards._

OvO/

I entered my room and found my drawers were a mess. I rushed to my drawers and checked immediately for Izu's hairpin. I lost many hairpins and accessories. They were taken—stolen. It was probably Hana and her comrades who did this. I sighed in relief. _At least you are safe. _I held Izu's hairpin within my hands.

"Beni, Kana, help me clean up the mess." I called as I picked up brushes and old hair ornaments of mine. Kana picked up papers and Beni picked up powder container, mirror and a few handkerchiefs.

"Himawari-don…"

"What is it Kana?"

"Why did Hana-don, Yuri-don and Asagi-don hit you?" Kana approached me with pile of papers in her arms. She cast her eyes downward at the floor; probably afraid that I might scold her for talking about her seniors.

"They didn't success, Kana." Beni put all those items she had gathered on the floor and ran slightly to my side. She embraced me.

I smiled as I embraced Beni back. "I'm fine."

"Really?" Kana asked, tilting her head upwards to look at me.

I nodded and released my embrace. I brought all those brushes back to my desk and arranged them. Beni brought what I told her to gather to my desk too; arranging it neatly. Kana also brought those papers to the desk and placed it at the corner of the desk.

"You were pushed. Did you fall? Any pain?" I asked as I pulled Beni in front of me. "Arms? Legs?"

Beni shook her head. "I didn't fall."

"Good…good." I smiled. Deep in my heart I prayed for God to protect both of them. _Please don't let them suffer along with me._

"Go to Sayaka-sama. Do your job well." I told them.

"What are you going to do, Himawari-don?"

"Shopping."

OuO/

I walked my way to the entrance to see Sayaka. She was already busy checking on customer's reservation. She glanced at me as she sucked her tobacco stick and puffed some smoke. She cleaned up her desk and sat on her chair behind the counter.

"Sayaka-sama. My hairpins are lost. I don't have anything to decorate my hair."

"Mitsuo! Watch her." Sayaka slid a hand into her sleeve and took out a small pouch with money inside.

Mitsuo was his name. The guard who helped me before approached Sayaka and took the pouch of money. "Where to?" He asked me.

"Hairpins store." I replied.

"Let us be on our way." He said as he led the way. He took his steps out of the pleasure house and spun towards me, making sure he hadn't left me. I chased up to him soon; running slightly. From behind I could hear a reproach from Sayaka who forbid running as it was rude and ungraceful.

I chuckled a little. "Hurry!" I pulled Mitsuo by his sleeve and we disappeared into the crowds.

_An alley. _I noticed. I glanced at Mitsuo who walked by my side. He seemed to notice my look that he turned to look at me. I looked away nervously. I purposely tripped and dropped myself straight to the ground. _As I expect. _As I had expected, Mitsuo was a very attentive person. He reached an arm out immediately to prevent me from hitting the ground.

"T-thank… you." I thanked as I regained my standing posture.

"After Midori was sent away, did Hana and the others pick on you? Do you have any injuries?" He was unexpectedly kind and it was exactly what I hoped for.

Droplets of tear began to form at each corner of my eyes. I ran into the alley. Mitsuo pursued. Once we entered the dark alley, I sniffed and sobbed; deliberately.

"What is it?" Mitsuo asked.

"… Your kindness reminds me of my sister." I said, not looking at him.

"…Izu Tayuu?" Mitsuo voiced softly and gently as not to hurt me.

I nodded. "I… I miss her." I spun to look at him. My eyes were wet with tears. I stared at him. I trembled a little.

Mitsuo didn't say anything. He kept his stare on me. His eyebrows were furrowed. He seemed purely concerned.

"I gave the position to Midori. That's a fact. It's also a fact that I… I killed her!" My voice shook as I recalled Kiku's death and triggered my tears to flow.

"It's not your fault…" Mitsuo spoke. His hands were clenched despite he tried to hide it under his sleeves. His knuckles were white. He looked angry at the fact that I was blamed although I was innocent.

"…Izu…Izu disappeared… Why are people treating her like a murderer?! She's not the priestess! Why must her name be sullied?! I need to find her…I need to return her glory and honor!" I exclaimed with every emotion I had in control. I wiped away my tears. I dashed towards Mitsuo and embraced him.

"H-Himawari—"

"Please! Help me. Help me find Izu. I can't go outside… I don't have wings… but you can. You have your wings and freedom. Please… help me. Return Izu to me." I pleaded.

"But…"

"Please! I beg you! Izu trusted you so much!" I begged. _In this world…there are two types of people you can't lie to. One of them is people who are straight and truthful. _I grasped his clothes tightly; so tight that my hands trembled.

"I understand… but what merit will i—" Mitsuo tried to negotiate but I wouldn't give him the chance. I pulled him close and kissed him. He seemed surprised and it was what I wanted.

"This is my first…" I lied. I released my grasp from his clothes.

Mitsuo didn't budge an inch. He stoned. His face was red even his ears. I waved my palms before his eyes but there was no reaction.

"It's…my first too…" He said embarrassedly.

_Oh my. _I put my palm on my lips; surprised.

"I doubt it was your first but… I'm sure your desire to look for Izu is not a lie. I'll help. Call me whenever you want." Mitsuo smiled sheepishly. I was glad that he agreed to help. I got an ally and I needed more.

"Asking me for help means you have a clue to Izu's whereabouts. Do you have it?" Mitsuo's expression turned serious and I felt his tension. He must be aware of the danger.

"I think… Kiku's death has something to do with Izu's disappearance. It must have something to do with Izu's bracelet on Kiku's wrist." I said, showing little fear on my face as I embraced myself; trembling. "It must be hard to believe but… i…saw a spirit telling me that the murderer is a man who has golden hairpin."

"So, you want me to look for the man with hairpin?" Mitsuo asked.

I nodded. "It's very common for guests to send gifts to oiran. Perhaps you can ask them if they wanted it delivered. Write their names down for a few days from tonight."

Mitsuo nodded. He then asked if we were still going to the hairpin store. I shook my head and said that we were going to change our destination. _I need some sweets._
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Mitsuo and I returned to Shimabara just when Sumiya was open. We were reprimanded by Sayaka for being late but we didn't mind it. I made an excuse saying I was tempted by many hairpins, yet the money she gave wasn't enough so we ended up in sweets store. Of course, she scolded me saying that I was greedy. I didn't mind it. If I had to be greedy to get Izu back… I would. I would be any sin if Izu would return.

"Hima… Please, I beg you. Sumiya can't go on without Izu's replacement. You should know that Tayuu is important to our business." Sayaka attempted to convince me again. Her money-oriented mind wasn't a surprise but her actual intention

"…" I didn't know how to reply but I knew I needed a high position to empower my search. It wasn't a bad talk. I needed subordinates and it was exactly what I would exchange with the status.

"Hima?" Sayaka called.

"The position is too dangerous. Now that Midori died due to the position… I won't—" I believed intimidation was necessary at this point. If I spoke of the condition, she would know what I intended to do. I must let her speak of the condition.

"—I know! But without anyone as Tayuu is also dangerous to this house! Tayuu has the power to add prosperity! I have been raising you to be one! Please!" Sayaka pleaded desperately.

"But…" I purposely prolonged our talk. A lie must be processed as natural as possible.

"If you're worried that you might be in danger once you become a Tayuu, I'll assign guards for you! Please, Hima. I'll give whatever you need as long as you agree to do Oiran Walk." Sayaka spat. There was a hint of disagreement but she finally said it.

"Guards… perhaps I'll feel safer with guards." I muttered as I sighed in relief.

"…Fine. I'll assign Mitsuo for you." The sound of disagreement was there and it felt quite good when my ears caught it. I knew what her disagreement meant. She was afraid that I might seduce Mitsuo. It was not in our policy. We, oiran only served customers with money. And if I seduced Mitsuo, he would get free service. However, it was also because of her money-oriented mind that I could get such good business.

_Lucky. Mitsuo agreed to help me too._

"Alright. This talk is over. Get ready, you have a customer." Sayaka sighed.

"What occupation?"

"A merchant." A foreign voice rang. I spun to look who it was. _Fubuki Tenjin… _It came to me as a wonder. I had no idea why she wouldn't ask for a rise before Midori's death. Was she content with her current position; second to Tayuu?

"Fubuki…"

"Sayaka-sama, let me borrow her for a while" Fubuki pulled me by my hand and dragged me to a room. I was completely clueless what she wanted. _What does she want? _I wondered.

Fubuki let go off my hand and turned to look at me. She smiled. What happened next was out of my expectation. I didn't expect her to embrace me. That moment a familiar smell was captured by my nose. It felt all nostalgic and missing. I circled my arms around her and embraced her back. I inhaled deeply for the scent. Scent of rose. _I'll definitely find you back…_I swore.

"Izu gave me her favorite fragrance as a gift. She told me to use it after her disappearance. I believe it is for this purpose." Fubuki snuggled close. Her voice was gentle just like of Izu's voice. Ah…it was very comfortable that I felt as if I was tempted into a wonderland. For that short moment, I enjoyed the illusion while being full aware of the reality.

"I can't be here any longer. I have a customer to serve." I released my arms. I gave a smile to her. "I'm fine now. Thank you." I had something to think about. Izu gave the fragrance to Fubuki knowing that she would disappear. That night she disappeared, she screamed. She must have been kidnapped. _She knew she was going to be kidnapped but there was nothing she could do. Who was she against? _I pondered.

"If you need anything, you can come to me." Fubuki said.

"Why are you doing this to me?" I asked.

"Izu paid me for this. I refused her but she insisted to the extent of begging. I had no choice but to agree. Still, I didn't take her money." Fubuki sighed. "One day, a drunk customer became violent towards me. I had no idea what to do. Coincidentally, Izu was passing the hallway right in front of my room. She heard of the fuss and entered. I couldn't believe my eyes when she took a whole jug of sake and poured it onto the customer."

I almost dropped my jaw upon Fubuki's explanation. It was something Izu would do but I had never heard of her being rude to customer before.

"After that I asked her how I should repay her and she said 'accept my money and your debt is cleared' I mean… how could I refuse her after getting saved?" Fubuki giggled. I sensed a strong respect from her. She must have felt heart-broken when Izu disappeared.

"She was my savior. I also wanted to rise up as Tayuu, but from that moment, I understood. She wanted you to take her position when she's gone. She knew you have the ability." Fubuki smiled yet again. It was sincere. I didn't have any doubt. I was pleased, delighted, glad, and happy to the fact that I still have ally within same nest. Other from Hana and her comrades… there was still someone who cared for me. It was a complete different care from someone with money-mind.

"I see… thank you. Thank you very much." I bowed deeply.

"It's fine. Well then… we can keep this talk some other time. You need to serve a man." Fubuki said as she pushed me out of the room and hurried me to the hall.

"D-don't push!"

"I'm sorry for being so late…I should have come to you right away after Izu disappeared."

OvO/

_A merchant… huh? _I pondered as I walked into the hall. There was indeed a man dressed ordinarily; I believed it was his best get-up. He had a stacked up boxes with him. He put it behind him. _He purposely keeps himself as neat as possible. A considerate man. He keeps his business box with him. Negotiable. Business-oriented. The box has scratches everywhere. He must have worked as merchant for quite some time._

I placed myself sitting before him.

"Ahahaha… G-good day!" He greeted. His cheeks were pink. _He's new… which means he doesn't know much about the rules here…_

"Good day!" I smiled as I poured a cup of sake for him. I passed the cup to him.

"O-oh! T-thank you!" He gratified as he took the cup with the modesty he had; as a business man. "I heard that there's a 'mysterious beauty' here so I came to see her myself! I didn't expect her to be so gorgeous! Ahahaha!" He laughed sheepishly. He drank the cup of sake I gave him.

"Oh my… I am nothing of sort! What an exaggerating man you are!" I giggled as I hit his arm gently while the other hand pulled up my sleeve to cover half of my face; feigning shy.

"Ahahaha! I'm just being honest!"

"It's unfair. You know my name but I don't know yours. Tell me your name." I asked as I looked at him enthusiastically.

"My name is Juurou." He said.

"Juurou-han?" I giggled. "What is that box?" I pointed to the box; feigning innocent.

"Oh. You haven't seen a merchant? I work as a merchant but also selling medicine actually… Don't tell anyone about that. The medicine I sell is two times stronger than the permitted medicine."

"Is it dangerous?"

"Not when you use it according to the dose. It is actually effective!" Juurou spoke spiritedly. He seemed very proud of his double occupation. It didn't matter to me.

"How do you do both jobs?" I asked as I poured sake into his empty cup again.

"I open store in morning to noon. Then, I carried my box around the town to sell medicine till evening." Juurou explained briefly.

"I see. It must be tough. What kinds of medicine do you sell, Juurou-han?" I prodded, showing interest. "Show me!" I pleaded.

"I sell any kinds of medicine! Wait a moment." Juurou boasted as he took his box and placed it before my eyes. He opened the box and laid folded papers one by one on the floor. They were in powder form.

"What is this?" I pointed to one of those white packs.

"Ah. That's sleeping medicine. Some people really find it hard to sleep and that's when they use this medicine." Juurou explained.

"How did you begin to become a drug seller?" I continued; showing curiosity.

"Well… to be honest I had always wanted to be a physician. But I ended up getting married as a mukoyoshi[1] to a merchant's daughter. Not long after that my father-in-law and mother-in-law died of illness." Juurou sighed. He looked as if he was recalling the scenes in his head.

"I see…It must be heart-wrenching. There, there. Thanks for your hard work." I leaned my cheek on his shoulder, caressing his arm gently.

"I was frustrated. I regretted not pursuing my own interest. I might not have been married into the family but…I could have saved them!" His face looked sour. He must have been blaming himself for that.

"It wasn't your fault. What about your wife? She…permits you to come here?" I asked.

"Our marriage was a marriage without love. She hated me. She thought it was my fault that her parents died. We have no child and we don't really speak to each other." Juurou briefly explained. A solemn smile crept up his lips.

"It must have been suffocating. Anyway, how do you make these medicines?" I noticed his pain from his story. I changed our topic for a better atmosphere. Hopefully it made him feel better.

"Well, first of all I collect herbs. I wash them and dry them. Then, I grind them into powder and pack them into folded papers!" Juurou explained. He looked happy. It was a good sign. He seemed distracted from the heavy conversation before. I was enjoying the talk about medicine too. Things I didn't know were explained. My thirst for knowledge grew and I wanted to know more.

I had Juurou explain what kind of herbs he used and what medicine he had in his inventory. I also had him to tell me how outside was. He said things had been on edge. He said Shinsengumi had been patrolling and raiding places. He didn't know what the deal was. Then, he heard something about The Priestess of Great Serpent. He also told me that he heard some rumors about the missing Tayuu. Reaching to this point, I had no choice but to tell him what had happened. However, I only told him about Izu's disappearance and nothing else about Sumiya. I told him how I missed Izu. I considered telling him how harsh my life was but… I decided not to.

Unknown to us the time was up. Beni and Kana slid open the door, informing us that the incense was burnt and it was time for Juurou to depart.

"Will you come again?"

"Of course!" Juurou smiled.

"Tell me how you measure the dose next time!" I pleaded as I waved my hand. With that, Juurou disappeared behind the door.

"Beni and Kana. Come. I'll pass you a secret mission. Since it is a secret, don't tell anyone, alright?" I put my index finger on my lips.

Beni and Kana nodded. Their eyes were gleaming with excite.

"When people are not watching, go to Midori's room and search around. I'm sure she has taken something of mine. Report to me what you see there. You don't have to bring many things. Bring the one you think is the oddest." I said. There was no need to say what to find. They should know what to bring. It was a lie when I said Midori had taken my things.

OnO/

The door which was slid close was harshly opened. Sayaka entered with a sour look. She spun and pulled Mitsuo by his sleeve forcefully into my room. I didn't know what was happening but I knew Sayaka was mad.

"Tell me in front of her! Did she embrace you?!" Sayaka asked. Her voice was loud and high.

_What?_

"Did she kiss you?" She calmed herself and asked.

"…" Mitsuo looked at me with a terrified face as if our agreement was found out.

"I'm asking you, did she seduce you?!" Sayaka hissed. The tobacco stick she had in a hand was thrown at me but it didn't hit me. Ashes in the stick came out; burnt.

"S-Sayaka-sama… I didn't do such—" I tried to calm her.

"—I'm not asking you!" Sayaka barked and I knew I had to stay silent. In such situation, I could only trust Mitsuo to lie. If he could lie this through then everything was well. If he couldn't… what was left would be punishment for both of us.

"Reiji! Zaku! Tie her up!" Sayaka ordered as she picked up her tobacco stick, sucking what was left. Her order came to me as a surprise. She didn't have any proof of what I did yet… she knew. Who saw us? I didn't notice anyone at that moment.

The guards; Reiji and Zaku came to my sides and held my arms. They brought along a new rope. I struggled but I couldn't win against two men. They tied me by arms by my back and tied the rest of the rope around my torso.

"Sayaka-sama! W-we really didn't!" Mitsuo desperately fought for our cause.

"Sayaka-sama!" I called. That was when I saw Asagi walk through the hallway, glancing at me with a smirk. _Two, we can't lie to liars._ I knew the reason behind all these. Asagi must have hired someone to spy on me and Mitsuo. Whether I kissed Mitsuo or not, she only had to lie and hire someone to be the witness. Then she would lend her body temporarily to the witness as the payment.

"Take her to the east yard under the willow tree!" Sayaka commanded.

"Mistress! Please!" Mitsuo pleaded.

Thus I was brought under the willow tree. With another new rope, they tied me onto the trunk of the tree. I struggled hopelessly under the drizzle of autumn. The wind blew, making my body shiver from the chill.

"Reiji! Bring it over to Mitsuo." Sayaka passed down another order. Reiji did as she wanted and brought a wooden bat. He passed it to Mitsuo who took it reluctantly with fear. That time, I knew what was going to come.

"I don't care what reason you two make. I heard that you two are secretly lovers. Not that I won't allow it but Mitsuo has to pay. Embracing and kissing him… I won't allow free service!" Sayaka hissed. She puffed out venomous smoke. "Zaku! Pour water!"

The next thing that happened was, Zaku brought a pail of cold water and poured the whole liquid onto me, making me shiver from the coldness. I choked on the water and coughed.

"I… I didn't do such thing to Mitsuo!" I shouted.

"Shut up!" Sayaka shouted.

"Sayaka-sama! I am innocent!" I attempted again.

"Mitsuo, You know what you have to do." Yet my effort was in vain.

Mitsuo stepped forward. His hands trembled with the bat in his palms. He looked frightened.

"Mitsuo…it's okay. Do it." I whispered when Reiji, Zaku and Sayaka weren't looking. Punishment must be bestowed.

"…but…" Mitsuo faltered.

"Hit her but not her face." Sayaka added. "Hit her!" Soon, Mitsuo swung the bat upon me.

"Argh!" Pain spread throughout my body. I could feel blue colored my skin with piercing pain. Mitsuo hit my arms, shoulders, stomach and legs. He did it with his eyes closed.

With the cold wind blowing my wet body, I shivered. However, not only did I shiver due to the coldness of weather but I also shivered due to the torment which was bequeathed onto me

"Aaaahhh!" Mitsuo cried as he hit me.

I screamed in pain once every hit was given to me. Gradually, one hit by one hit, Mitsuo's face turned blue. He looked guilty. He looked sorry. What was there to be sorry for? I didn't hate Asagi for the punishment. It didn't change the fact that I did try to seduce Mitsuo in order to make him my subordinate. I doubted Asagi knew my true intention but I knew she was on her way to ruin whatever my plan was.

A small amount of blood flowed down by the corner of my lips and that was when Sayaka stopped Mitsuo. "Enough. Leave her here for now." She walked away with Reiji and Zaku who looked at me pitifully.

Mitsuo knelt down and wiped away the blood with his sleeve. "I'm sorry…" Tears flowed down his eyes. _'Test his potentials first.' Right, Izu? He passes the test…Not many men will tear up for a woman._

"I'm tired… let me…sleep for…a while…" I muttered as I shut my eyes close. It was freezing but I had no choice.

"Himawari! Hima!"

"I said I'm sleeping…"

OuO/

I was half-awake when I felt the ropes were untied and I was being carried away. I had no strength to open my eyes to see who it was but I smelled a familiar scent of rose. All pain seemed to fade away in those arms. It felt like a dream. It was always good to dream of wonderland in the nightmare of reality.

"Beni, Kana…. Hurry! Move the blanket away for a while!"

I felt something soft by my back. _Is it my mattress? _

"Hurry and cover her! She must have been cold." It was voice of a man. It was nostalgic and warm. _Who… is it? Saitou-han?_

"Hima? Himawari?! Can you hear me? Hima!" The voice called. My cheeks were gently tapped.

"Who…is it?" I opened my heavy eyelids and saw Egawa. He looked very pale and worried. _Has he recovered? _I wondered. "Jun-han…are you alright?" I asked.

"Look at you! I should be the one saying that!" Egawa scolded. He looked very angry. "How could Sayaka-san do this?! Didn't she choose you to be the next Tayuu? And yet…and yet!" He bit his lower lip.

"…It's alright." I muttered, smiling a bit.

Egawa sighed. "You must be hungry. Beni, can you bring some food over? Kana, bring warm tea." He told the girls. The girls nodded and walked away.

"What did the physician say about you?" I asked.

"I inhaled too much smoke but other than that…just a few scratches. It was nothing serious. Don't worry." Egawa smiled.

"Good. Good…" I chuckled. "Why are you here today, Jun-han?"

"It's about Izu. There's a lost bracelet handed to the police office this afternoon. It's not the kind of bracelet anyone can afford. Some witnesses came to identify the bracelet and they all said it belonged to Izu. They said they saw it during Oiran Parade."

"Is it true?!…then…any clue to where Izu is?" I asked immediately. However, Egawa only shook his head. It was a deep disappointment.

"I'll work hard, Hima! To clear her name!" Egawa balled up his fist and showed further determination to look for Izu. I was grateful to meet Egawa. I was grateful of his kindness.

"Thank you." I thanked.

"No problem. Hima… after Midori's death…it's clear that she was murdered. I don't think it's good for you to be the next Tayuu with such uncertainty." Egawa spoke. He frowned as he looked at me, trying to convince me to wait.

"No. To look for Izu, I need a position with everything at my disposal. I need to be a Tayuu."

"Hima… it's dangerous." Egawa held my hand. His warmth was spreading.

"I know but I must." I freed my hand.

"Still!—"

The door slid open. Beni and Kana entered with food and a tray of teapot and cup.

"Himawari-don! Can you get up?" Kana asked as she put the tray of tea down. She went to my side and helped me sit.

"Do you think you can eat now?" Beni asked, placing the tray of food on the floor.

"…I'll let you rest now. I'll come back after I found something about Izu." Egawa seemed hopeless upon my decision. It was true. There was nothing he could do to change my decision.

"Come again. Thank you for coming." I greeted.

"Himawari-don. We found these in Midori-don's room." Beni whispered as she slid her hand in her sleeve. She took me a few letters.

"What are these? Love letters?" I asked.

"They don't seem so." Kana commented.

I unfolded the papers and it was a surprise. Midori had something to do with the culprit behind the murders. _'If you can snatch the position from Himawari, I'm yours.' ? What is this about?_

I unfolded the other letter. _'I poisoned Himawari. The position is definitely mine now. When will you redeem me?' _It was clear that Midori was in love with the culprit whoever he was, while the culprit had his eyes on me. There was no way it had nothing to do with Izu's disappearance. Those letters made me worry and uneasy.

I folded the letters and put it in my sleeve. I could think about it later after I had my food. I replenished myself with the food Beni brought for me and the tea Kana brought. I thanked them and embraced them.

"Good job." I patted their heads.

"Himawari-don, you should rest." Beni suggested. She looked worried.

"Yes, I suppose I should. Beni and Kana, I'm going to give you another mission. Are you going to do it?" I asked.

"Yes." Beni and Kana replied in unison. Their mischievous faces didn't quite fit the situation but they seemed happy about it. A mission.

"Watch Hana, Yuri and Asagi. See if they are trying to bully me. Be careful. This is a secret." I said.

"Roger!" They cheered together.

I lied down and shut my eyes. Not long, Beni and Kana exited my room. They must have thought that I was asleep. No. My mind was full of the letters. No matter how many times I re-think, the result was always vague. I could only assume that the culprit wanted me to rise as Tayuu. Dangerous or not, I must.

_If I'm going this way…I mustn't involve Saitou. Still… I must ask him. The next time he comes, I must ask._ I told myself.

"Himawari…Himawari!" A whisper was heard from the door. It seemed to be Mitsuo. He must have come secretly.

I slid open the door gently. "How was it?"

Mitsuo slid his hand in and passed me a list of names. "I could only get this many tonight."

"It's alright. Thank you for your hard work. You should return soon before Sayaka found out. We have to stay away… at least until I become Tayuu and you are truly assigned as my guard." I gratified.

"I'm…sorry for what had happened…" Mitsuo bowed deeply.

"Raise your head. It's alright. I expected a punishment but I didn't expect it was a trap made by a fellow liar." I commented. "I have another favor." I added.

"What is it?"

"Is it possible for you to write down list of Midori's customers? It's going to be difficult to look into the book of customer record. Sayaka-sama is always at the counter."

Mitsuo seemed to be in thought for a while. "I'll see what I can do." He spoke.

"About your merit of helping me… I'll give some money from Tayuu's salary although most of it goes to this house." I smiled.

"Thank you very much!" Mitsuo bowed gratefully.

"Return to your post now, Mitsuo." I added.

Mitsuo gave another bow before he left.

I slid the door close and browsed through the list of names. Those names didn't seem odd to me as I knew most regulars. They brought hairpins to those oiran they favored. They all looked like possible-culprit. However… I found something I didn't expect. I didn't expect to find names of my least expectation. It was too fast to make any conclusion but it still surprised me.

_Saitou-han…and Jun-han?! But why…?_

* * *

><p>[1] Adopted Son-in-law. In a family that had no heir, they usually adopted one through the marriage with their daughter.<p>
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Chapter 9

Autumn was near the end and winter was coming. The coldness increased and inhabitants of Sumiya went their way to look for warmth; food, tea or blanket. It was a cloudy day. I found myself staring at the grey sky. A dejavu hit me. _It was like this a week ago. _I recalled. A week ago, I was beaten. Bruises which adorned my fair skin were already gone.

Within one week span, several oiran and geisha were bought. They found their patrons and their love. Leaving Shimabara, was a bliss but memories they had created here would probably remind them of the house. Tears of happiness and missing were left for Shimabara inhabitants; also smile of happiness. Yet the coldness and losing in my heart remained along with the left over warmth.

Chirping birds danced in the sky. The maple tree was barely bald. Beni told me a few days ago that the maple tree got a new haircut. Upon her words, I burst out laughing. She thought I didn't believe her so she dragged me all the way to the window. 'See? The tree has a new haircut' she said. The breeze was cold but it was comfortable somehow.

"Himawari-don! Himawari-don!"

Voice of Kana roused me from my sleep. I groaned and buried myself under my blanket, giving myself into the warmth. How unfortunate that the house was still open in early winter. To call it 'unfortunate' would be inappropriate. Customers were my source of information about the outside world. They were my only access to knowledge. Perhaps I should call myself fortunate.

Saitou remained the prime suspect. Egawa was added into the list. Doubt lingered but there was nothing I could do temporarily.

"Himawari-don! Himawari-don! Wake up!" Beni shook me. She sneezed afterwards.

"Are you alright? Did you catch a cold, Beni?" I asked, popping from under the blanket.

"N-no! I'm not sick!" Beni denied and sneezed right after she finished her sentence.

I got up and stared at Beni. "Oh you…" I smiled gently as I patted her.

"I'm not sick!" She convinced, rubbing her nose violently.

There was a soft knock from the door. Five knocks. It was a sign from Mitsuo. I went to the door and slid it open. Mitsuo passed a paper to me and whispered, "Midori's customer record and list of men with hairpins so far."

"Good work. Did Sayaka-sama say anything about us? Or about your post as guard?" I asked.

"Thank you. No. She said nothing. Do you think she will assign someone else to be your guards after the Oiran Parade?" Mitsuo asked, looking concerned.

"Hmm… I don't think so. She won't go back her own promise."

"Today is the day, isn't it? After a week of preparation." Mitsuo asked, smiling proudly.

"Yes. The gorgeous Oiran Parade!" Beni and Kana cheered from behind me. They were happy when I said I was going to be a Tayuu. It was my dream but my dream seemed morbid and more of an adventure than a dream; an adventure within the prison. Still, I was one step closer to my plan. Mitsuo seemed faithful for the past one week. I was happy about it. During that one week, Mitsuo visited every dawn to check on me. Fortunately no one saw him as everyone was still asleep.

"Mitsuo, bring Beni to Sayaka-sama. See if she caught a cold." I pulled Beni towards Mitsuo who took Beni's hand in his.

"I'm not sick—"

"You don't want to fall sick during the Parade right?" I frowned at her.

Kana sneezed. She immediately covered her nose with her sleeve.

"Mitsuo, take them." I sighed as I pulled Kana to Mitsuo.

"I will."

I took a look at Midori's customer record. They didn't seem odd at a glance but when I read those names carefully, I found an error. _This date…three days before Izu's disappearance Midori served a customer whose name is unknown. _'The name is smeared with ink that I can't read' was written next to the 'customer' word. _The day of Kiku's death, Midori served the same unknown man in the early afternoon. Does Sayaka know about this?_

"Mitsuo, get Kiku's customer record of the same date." I said. "Off you go."

"I understand." Mitsuo bowed and left with Beni and Kana.

I shut the door and rushed into my blanket. _Cold!_ There was still time before the finishing preparation for the Parade tonight. There was still time before I started working. I stared at the wooden ceiling as I wondered what I might find out from the record. I pouted. While I waited, I remembered Saitou who had not been visiting. I had yet to ask about his involvement in the case. My heart said he was innocent but even after I tried convincing myself doubt was still roaming within my heart.

I sighed. "If Saitou-han were the villain, what would I do?"

I recalled of the kisses we shared, the nights we shared, and the warmth we shared. They were precious to me. I began to wonder if those memories would crumble down upon the truth. Saitou had a hairpin. I only needed to confirm if it was made of gold or not. I hoped not. _Still, if it wasn't made of gold…who would he give it to? It can't possibly be me, right?_

Egawa also had a hairpin. However, seeing from his occupation and his own statement, he didn't seem financially capable of buying golden hairpin. _Who would he give the hairpin to?_

Thinking of unnecessary matters didn't really help. I could only wait for information. I got up and prepared myself to welcome guests for the day. Since I would do the parade that evening, I could only serve a maximum of two or three guests.

Humming a song as I entered the bathtub, I was happy. The water was warm and the scent suited my mood. _Mitsuo is assigned as the umbrella holder. Nothing more encouraging that that. _I continued to hum as I cleaned myself.

"Excuse me." A feminine voice greeted. I looked at the owner of the voice, Fubuki. She was in the bath tub next to mine. Her beautiful face showed happiness and pride. I wondered what made her so sparkling that day. Unknown to me…

"Hello, Himawari Kottai[1]. Ah—you're going to get a new name, right? 'Himawari Kottai' doesn't sound appropriate at all. Ahaha… pardon me." Fubuki giggled.

I blushed upon her tease. "It's…it's nothing."

"I'm sure Izu would be happy to see your walk." Fubuki added.

"Hey, Fubuki." I called. "Where do you think Izu is?"

Fubuki stayed silent for a while. She seemed to be thinking seriously. After the wonder and ponder, she finally opened her mouth to answer. "I think she has run away with her lover. She told me that she was going to disappear, I'm sure she did it with unbreakable determination. I'm sure she's with her lover, leading a happy life like a normal woman." Fubuki made a small smile. A hint of loneliness was written on her face. "Losing your respected figure sure is a heart break." She sighed.

"I understand that." I continued my bath, humming the same tone. Soon enough, Fubuki hummed along. We talked no more after we stopped humming.

OuO/

"Himawari, are you inside?" Egawa slid open the door slowly, peeking into my room for my shadow. He grinned cheerfully when he spotted me.

"Jun-han? Are you here as a policeman or as a guest?" I teased, smiling. _Egawa seems suspicious but he doesn't seem so too. The local policemen didn't recognize him during the fire incident. Why? About hairpin…I don't think I can ask directly._ I thought.

Egawa placed himself sitting in front of me after shutting the door. He scratched the back of his head. When I looked at him, I noticed that he was being bashful. His cheeks were soft pink.

"Jun-han, there's something that has been bothering me and I haven't had any chance to ask." I began.

"Oh? I wonder what it is." Egawa responded, looking enthusiastic.

"During the fire incident, I heard that you collapsed so I ran inside asking policemen where you were but they said they didn't know you…" I frowned. I wondered how he would answer me.

"…" Egawa was silent. He looked downwards on the floor. It took a nerve-straining moment before he finally tilted his face to look at me. Sensing something, I maintained my innocent worried face, hoping I hadn't stepped on a blade.

"Jun-han?" I braced myself to ask.

Egawa seemed to be sweating a lot. "Actually…" He spoke.

I waited for his answer; nervous.

"I…got sacked." He chuckled nervously. "I made the chief angry. He said Izu's case is to be dropped off. I refused and continued to pursue the case. Due to my stubbornness, he refused to give me any salary regarding the case. It's also the main reason why I have been starving." Egawa's shoulders were hunched forward. He looked very discouraged.

"I see… Jun-han, I think you should drop the case. You should work properly and leave here. Forget about Izu." I frowned.

"W-w-what?!" Egawa was surprised. "I won't. I must return Izu's glory. She's not the priestess!" Egawa refused. His determination was obvious but… it was better for him to forget.

"It's dangerous." I said.

"What you are doing is more dangerous! If my words worth to be listened to, please. I want you to stop. Tayuu's title is too dangerous for a woman like you. Let me handle the case. I'll definitely find Izu for you!" Egawa balled his fists on his lap.

"For me?"

"Ah! Uhm… that! Erm… I… I'm not sure myself… I feel…like helping you somehow. Actually, I'm happy that you rise up as Tayuu. This way, you can choose your customer and you can choose whether or not to give yourself. Still… after Midori's death… I'm not sure you should take it." Egawa explained. "If I can help in anyway, tell me! I'll gladly help!" Egawa grasped his clothes by his chest, showing his determination. His eyes were staring into mine; serious and unwavering. I found myself unable to lie or deny.

"I…bought this for you to congratulate you. It's not anything expensive or fancy but…I will be happy if you accept it." Egawa returned being bashful as he reached a hand into his sleeve and took out a bronze hairpin. He stretched out his arm towards me, passing the hairpin to me. "L-let me put it on for you…may I?" He asked.

I was surprised but I didn't dislike it. I thought that the hairpin was not for me. _Eh? For me? For real?_ I stared at him; dumbfounded. He kept his warm smile. How could I refuse? I nodded as I lowered my head towards him. A relief spread throughout my body. I was glad. Egawa was removed from the list. Soon after he thrust the hairpin into my hair, he returned to his seat.

"Congratulations, Himawari! I'm sure Izu is proud of you. I'll make sure I make it to see your walk tonight." He grinned.

"Thank you." I smiled. "This is the second time I receive hairpin as a gift. The first was Izu." I added. _What about Saitou-han?_

"You're dear to her, of course." He commented. "Well… I'm not expecting much, but…have you found out anything about Izu? Is there any letter from the culprit?" His smile disappeared and the tension surfaced.

"In Midori's customer record, there's a customer's name which has been smeared with ink. I don't know who he is but I'm positive he is the one behind Izu's disappearance." I began. "And it seems the culprit is someone who can afford golden hairpin. So far, there's no letter from the culprit."

"Golden hairpin… That's expensive. A name which has been smeared with ink…that's not good." Egawa cupped his chin. "Before that, I need to know something about the priestess."

"The priestess?" I asked.

"Have you ever heard about it before?" Egawa prodded.

"No. After Izu disappeared, it was my first time hearing about it." I answered.

"Do you believe that the priestess exists?" Egawa continued.

"Eh?"

Egawa adjusted his seat before he began again. "There's a saying that, the more people believe about it, the close it is to the reality."

"I'm not sure, Jun-han. Perhaps she exists."

"Hmhm…what else have you found?" Egawa stared at me, listening to me closely.

"I get this feeling that…the culprit wants me to rise as Tayuu for whatever reason." I explained briefly. "Ah, about the second bracelet. Have you found anything?" It was my turn to ask then.

Egawa shook his head. "There was little blood on the bracelet but… we can't be sure it's Izu's blood. Witnesses have proved that it belongs to Izu though…"

We brainstormed together. It no longer mattered whether I had to serve him with drinks, food or comfort. We were together in the same boat, sailing to look for our important person. Egawa was doing it due to his love for her while I did it due to my respect and care as sister. We couldn't think of anything with clues so far so we tried to decipher the codes in Izu's letter. Nevertheless, we had no idea how to solve it. That was when I realized that Izu was frighteningly smart. I believed solving it was not difficult but finding the method was.

The incense was burnt when we were still pondering on the method to use on the codes. Beni and Kana sneezed in perfect unison then entered my room to inform us that the time was up. Egawa and I burst out laughing due to their cute little sneeze.

"What kind of parents laugh at their children's sneezing?" Beni pouted.

"H-hey!" I shouted. Beni and Kana then made a bee line out of my room, escaping from my wrath.

"…" pregnant silence swallowed both me and Egawa. It was awkward and each of us hadn't found any way to avoid being awkward. We found ourselves unable to look at each other for quite some time. When I thought the silence was unbearable, Egawa spoke.

"T-t-the incense is burnt right? Ahaha…I-I guess…I should go for now."

"Ah, y-yes. C-come again." I greeted, bowing as well.

"I'll watch your walk." Egawa smiled before he exited.

_W-what was that?! My face felt really really hot. I…don't tell me I'm starting to…to fall for Jun-han?! _I put my palms on my cheeks, feeling the spreading warmth. _D-did I look weird?! _I wondered.

OwO/

"Himawari-don! The guest is waiting alread—achoo!" Kana informed and sneezed.

"Kana, I think you should take medicine now." I frowned. I was just coming out from the bathroom—privacy time.

"Only me?" Kana asked, looking at me with puppy eyes.

"Beni too." I said, smiling. "Who is the guest?"

"Juurou-han. The merchant." Kana said, rubbing her nose.

"I understand. Bring us some sake." I requested. I walked my way to my room. During my way, I saw Hana leaning by the door frame of her room. She was glaring at me. I decided not to pay attention to her as debating with her would only waste time. I had better serve customer than spending time with fellow oiran.

Walking past Hana, I heard her speak. "Don't do anything fishy or else…" Was it me or did it sound like a concern rather than a threat. Needless to say the path I was going was dark. My resolve was done and I wouldn't change my decision.

I reached my room soon enough. I entered and bowed at Juurou. He fulfilled his promise to visit rather fast. It didn't matter. _The faster the better._

"Good day, Juurou-han. Miss me already?" I teased.

"Ahahaha! I think we fit together! I bring all kinds of medicine I have now. Anything you want to know?" Juurou laughed as he patted his medicine box. "Oh! I heard you are going to rise as Tayuu! Congratulations!"

"Thank you very much. I've been considering it for very long time." I sat next to Juurou.

"Why? What's with the procrastinating? Isn't it a great deal?" Juurou asked as he took out little packages from the box and lined them up one by one.

"Well, if my price goes up, it will be difficult to see Juurou-han." I giggled.

"O-oh! I never think of that! Well…to be honest you're quite expensive already…" Juurou chuckled as he scratched the back of his head. Shortly, he returned to put those medicines on the floor.

"What is this?" I pointed randomly at one of the white packages.

"Oh, that's for abortion."

_Huh?! _Juurou wasn't the typical drug seller. I didn't expect him to have that kind of medicine. I hid my surprise behind curious look.

"I see. What about this?" I pointed again randomly at one of the packages.

"That's for cold. This one is for dry cough and this one is for backaches." Juurou explained as he pointed to each of the medicine.

"What about this, Juurou-han?" I pointed again to one.

"…" However, Juurou seemed stunned. I wondered what had happened to him. What was that medicine to make him so silent?

"Juurou-han?" I called.

"That's… a-aphrodisiac." Juurou seemed to break into cold sweat. Suddenly it was all awkward between us. I had no idea how to respond to it so I feigned innocent, asking what it was for. Half of it was to overcome the awkwardness and half was to tease him. I understood why Izu loved to tease her guests with games. Their expressions were priceless.

"I-It's for…" Juurou seemed nervous to answer.

"For?" I prodded.

"It's for… i-intimate moments…"

"Exactly for? Aren't we intimate now?" I continued to tease him with innocent face.

"T-to increase p-pleasure when doing…that." Juurou explained with difficulty. He fidgeted, playing with his fingers on his lap. Being unable to hold my laughter from teasing him so much, I let it out but covered my face with my sleeve.

"H-himawari?! Y-you teased me?!" Juurou seemed surprised knowing the fact.

I giggled. "Actually the preparation for tonight's walk is exhausting me. I've not been getting enough sleep and I've been emotionally unstable." I started my plan.

"…Doesn't mean you can just tease me." Juurou protested.

"I'm sorry." I bowed deeply.

"It's alright. Rise." Juurou beckoned me to sit straight again. "Oh? Exhausted?"

"Yes. I become easily tired but I found myself unable to sleep at night." I frowned. "Ah, any medicine I can take to get my beauty sleep back?" I smiled brightly. I clasped both palms together, pleading Juurou for his recommendation.

"I recommend this sleeping powder. Take it with water. Take one package a day at night." Juurou passed the package to me.

"How long will it take to work?" I continued.

"Around fifteen minutes to twenty minutes." Juurou added. Perfect. It was all I needed to know.

"How many packages will you purchase?" Juurou asked, smiling brightly. He looked as if he had received a salvation from a goddess. Of course, the money goddess; not me.

"How many do you have currently?"

"One…four…Around twelve packages."

"I'll take them all." I said as I moved to my drawer and took out one piece of gold. I returned to my seat and gave it to Juurou who looked astonished at the amount.

"I-It's too much!" Juurou tried to refuse but I kept my smile at him. He accepted it eventually and bowed several times at me saying his gratitude.

"It is not only for me. It's also for Sayaka-sama. She has been busy preparing me; my clothes, hairpins, hair ornaments and many other things to deal with." I explained. "I heard that she has not been sleeping well. I suddenly have this thought of buying medicine to help her sleep."

"It must be tough…" Juurou frowned.

"We are really saved to have such a great customer like you." I smiled sheepishly.

"No…no… Ahahaha! Thank you, Thank you Himawari!" Juurou waved his hand in front of his face, being modest. We laughed. That was when the door slid open. Kana and Beni, both came with red noses. They brought sake for us.

"Beni, Kana. Have you two taken medicine?" I asked.

"…what medicine?" Beni tried to deny even to this point.

"Yes. What medicine, Himawari-don?" Kana supported Beni.

"Are they having cold?" Juurou moved closer, looking at them as if he were diagnosing those two girls.

I nodded. "No candies anymore if you don't take medicine." I lied.

"No! Anything but that!" Beni pleaded. "Kana, let's go to Sayaka-sama and ask for medicine!" Beni pulled Kana by her hand and they took off.

"Children." I shrugged as I smiled at Juurou who smiled back.

We finished up our date with a few cups of sake and little talks about our pasts. Then we also talked about what had been happening outside. Juurou said Shinsengumi was getting busier for whatever mission they had. He also said that Chosu men were mad for trying to sneak into Kyoto after being banished by Lord of Kyoto, Katamori, out of Kyoto. We wondered what was becoming of this country.

Despite being a mere merchant, Juurou knew a lot about the fight between Aizu clan with Chosu clan (along with the alliances). The country was in uncertainty. Shinsengumi was a military organization of Bakufu[2] under the sponsor of Aizu Clan, while Chosu with its alliances were To-Bakufu[3]. There were contradicting opinions from both sides. Men of Chosu believed the rightful ruler was the Emperor who hadn't held the power for thousands of years. Men of Aizu believed that the Shogunate(Bakufu) mustn't be stopped as it would cause a chaos within the country.

_If there's a sudden change of power holder, there will be many things lost. Shogunate will lose its glory after centuries of sovereignty. It can't happen. It mustn't. _I thought. _It is unclear what will happen to Shimabara and us(courtesans) after the transfer of power, but what can a mere courtesan do to support this country? What can a mere woman do to help this country? _I wondered.

"It seems that the time is up. I'll come again, Himawari. It's nice talking to you. I don't feel much stress nowadays with my wife now that I have met you." Juurou greeted. Soon enough, he exited my room.

It was only me with my thoughts then.
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After Juurou had left, Beni ran to me and told me that Sayaka wanted to see me. It was about that night's parade. I took my heels and walked to where Sayaka was. That moment, I was pondering what I could contribute for this country. Even for a little bit, I believed there was something I could do. Still, I set the priority next after Izu. Both needed the same process. I needed both internal and external allies; fellow inhabitants and guests.

An idea came to me like how lanterns were lit. If men of Chosu were to visit, I would lure them to stay and I would send a message to Shinsengumi to capture them. _Will it suffice? _However, Shinsengumi was not to be notified who the informant was.

Walking through the hallway, I didn't expect there was a wolf hiding right under my nose. A hand came from my back, covering my mouth while an arm circled around my neck and dragged me into an empty room. I was very surprised. _Could it be the culprit?!_ For that instance I was panicking. Still, I tried to keep myself well composed as being desperate or flustered wouldn't help. I stabilized my breathing. I inhaled and exhaled, hoping to calm my raging heart.

I was dragged harshly into the room. Once I was in the room, whoever it was released me. The timing was odd which almost caused me to fall on my butt. I managed to adjust my footing and prevented falling. Then, I heard the door being shut.

I tilted my head to see who it was and I was stunned. It was the person I didn't want to meet; at least until everything was sorted out. Nevertheless, this maiden heart of mine seemed to thirst for meeting. We met but neither spoke. We kept our eyes on each other. My heart yearned for him. My heart melted for him. I felt hopeless and weak. I gathered my courage to stand up but he leaped onto me, pushing me onto the floor.

"…" only our breath was audible.

I braced myself to ask. "Why…why didn't you say anything back then?"

He didn't speak. He just gazed at me. So dearly that it seemed like an illusion.

"Why, Saitou-han?" I asked again. My heart pained when I remembered how he didn't try to keep himself clean. Was he innocent or was he not? It was a mystery.

Saitou kept silent.

"Are you a victim or a culprit?" I dared to ask. It was reckless. He could easily kill me but if he was indeed the culprit, I wanted him to take me away too. I wanted him to take me to my sister and after that, I would be content. If he was a victim, I wanted him to share his experience. However, what came to me was another surprise; a surprise which made me angry.

"There have been people with lost limbs out there. Dead. Those limbs were carved with the same name. 'Himawari' written on the skin. No traces." Saitou said. There was no emotion on his face. Only his eyes spoke of his feelings. Unfortunately, I couldn't understand.

"…what are you trying to say?"

"You're in danger. Tayuu is a dangerous title to hold. Those victims were women of similar description like you." Saitou explained briefly. It wasn't enough. I knew it was dangerous but what I wanted from him was more than mere information of the outside world. I wanted him to be honest. I wanted him to tell me what he felt. Was he sad? Was he concerned? Or was he neutral without any compassion or care?

"I know."

"Then—"

"Are you involved or not?!" My voice shook and turned raspy as I asked him in a held back manner. "Aren't you the prime suspect? Saitou-han, tell me the truth." My eyes were transfixed at him.

"This is not something a courtesan should be concerned about. Step down from Tayuu." Saitou continued without batting an eye to what I had just expressed.

"…I chose this path myself. I will walk through it no matter how dark it is going to be." I didn't waver in front of him. I mustn't waver. I had decided that I would seek for the truth. If he wouldn't tell me his truth, then I would look for it. Whether he was involved or not, whether he was a victim or culprit… it was the best to stay away.

"Is that…so?" There was a hint of disappointment in his tone I could barely tell.

I pushed him away and stood up. "Leave. Never come again." _It's for your safety and your honor._

"…" Saitou didn't say a word. He stared at me as if he were trying to look for hints of hidden message. I wasn't going to lose. I gritted my teeth and gathered up my courage to say my ultimate farewell.

"Tonight is the parade. Come and see me, would you?" I bowed as I forced myself to smile. It was hard. My heart was aching but I mustn't give in. Saitou was dear to me and that was exactly why I must push him away. He was precious and thus I had to walk my path on my own. So when it cost my life, He wouldn't feel pain. The pain in my heart hurt greatly that I felt as if I was bleeding. It felt so tormenting that I wanted to rip my heart out. At least for the last time… I wanted to embrace him. I had said my farewell. What was done couldn't be undone.

I didn't know what Saitou was thinking and feeling but I was sure he understood what I meant. He took a while to stare at me before he spun and left. Once he stepped out of the room, I dashed forward and shut the door. I didn't want him to see me. I didn't want him to witness my face. I didn't want him to remember my face which must have looked hideous from disappointment and desperation for truth. I took a deep breath, enduring the pain which was drilling a big hole in my heart. What I could do was to grasp my chest as I bit my lower lips. Little taste of red liquid slowly spread within my mouth. I killed myself to seal the pain. My nails sank into my clothes, making creases of endurance.
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"Himawari, calm down!" Egawa laughed at me who paced back and forth in anxiety.

"It's easy for you to say so, Jun-han! What if I fell? What if I did the step wrongly?" I inhaled and exhaled as I walked here and there. To be honest it was heavy just to walk. Three layers of clothes were heavy enough. Not to mention six hairpins above my head around my forehead with another six hairpins behind my head and four hair pins above my head. Dangling hair ornaments were by the sides of my face. Of course, I hadn't forgotten about Izu's hairpin.

"Remember your practice with Izu and you will be fine." Sayaka said, smiling proudly. He seemed very glad that I finally agreed to the title.

"You will be fine." Egawa chuckled.

"You can stop laughing now Jun-han." I pouted. "Return to your job."

"I'm sorry that I recall your duck walk instead of your eight walk." Egawa teased as he laughed uncontrollably.

I pouted and sighed. "I think only I will ever be Sumiya's Duck Tayuu." Everyone in the same space burst out laughing. I was sure if Izu heard about this she would have lost herself as oiran and laughed out loud without caring how ugly she would have looked.

"Himawari. Get on the clogs." Sayaka beckoned. I did as was told. I went to where the ridiculously high clogs specially made for Tayuu. I knew what I had to do next.

I walked to where other members for the parade were I walked out of Shimabara and was welcomed by fellow house mates who had been assigned to join the parade. There were the umbrella holder, a personal guard, four kamuro dressed in red, four oiran, a 'Shimabara' lantern holder and two guards. I stood out being in the fourth line with a guard who served as a balance. My left hand was on his shoulder above a handkerchief. In the first line was a guard with a 'Sumiya' lantern, signifying our pleasure quarters. In front of me were two kamuro. Since Beni and Kana had cold, they were replaced. Behind me was Mitsuo as the umbrella holder. Four oiran were behind Mitsuo and further behind were two guards.

I straightened my back and faced forward. I took a deep breath and lifted my foot. Dragging my right foot to the back, curved it to the right and to front left, after that curved it to the right and stopped it in front of my left foot. Dragging my left foot with exact sequences, the right walk was a success. However, it wasn't done until I reached the end of the road and returned to the entrance of Sumiya Pleasure House. Policies of Oiran applied strongly. No emotions shown and my eyes were transfixed at front.

Eyes were on me. The attention given determined my quality as a Tayuu. Praises were given but they fell to deaf ears as I wasn't doing it for fame.

Juurou was at the corner of my eyes with his eyes at me and mouth agape. The other men were of the same expression; not only men, but women and children as well.

The wind was blowing. The comfort from the wind felt as if it was congratulating me. The sky was clear with the crescent moon high up in the dark night. The stars hid themselves. It felt as if I was the star although only for a moment. That moment was pretty. Everything around me seemed to glitter. The outside world was especially beautiful with red lanterns everywhere.

A little loose shouldn't be a problem, right? Horde of whispering men was there to my left. Slowly, they came close and gaped at my sight. A glance seemed to work perfectly. They fell silent with their eyes upon me.

Something caught my eyes. There was a ruckus in a house of flour merchant. Shouts were audible. "Shinsengumi! Rebel and your life will not be spared!" Ah, the Shinsengumi's mission which Juurou had mentioned. Men were running away from that house. They must have been busted.

"Men of Chosu, surrender!" A man shouted. A bloody fight then took place. It wasn't my concern. I must accomplish my own mission.

"A man escaped! Don't let him get away!" another shout was heard. A desperate man seemed to run towards my way. He was flustered and anxious. However, what stood above those emotion... was fear. Seeing how the road was blocked by the parade we were doing, he unsheathed his sword, threatening so that the road would be opened. Kamuro were scattering due to fear. Oiran lost their composure and ran away as they cried in terror. Guards were soon out of sight. Then, it was only Mitsuo and me.

"Move, Oiran!" that man threatened. People were whispering to each other, wondering why I wouldn't bat an eye at that man. Women were wondering why I wouldn't fear.

I had lost everything dear to me. _My sister and my love_. What else was there to be frightened of? Still, worry stayed in heart. Oiran was a human too. Step by step the parade continued. That man wasn't reflected in my eyes. The path was dark as I had said.

"Move!" That man shouted. His hand trembled.

"Kottai!" Mitsuo whispered. From his tone, he must have been worried. The parade still continued on my will.

"Move away, Kottai!" That man was enraged. He took his stance and dashed towards me; his blade aimed at me. Mitsuo was ready to use the umbrella but it was in vain.

When the blade almost licked my neck, a shadow leaped in front of me and sent that hazardous hand flying. That Chosu man had his hand cut by his wrist. That man screamed in pain.

Due to the sudden appearance, my foot tripped and everything was nostalgic. Everything seemed to spin. My body was dragged downwards to where the shadow was. My eyes were shut due to reflex and comfort was there to welcome me.

"Are you alright?" again with that voice. I opened my eyes and realized I was in the arms of Saitou. _Why do you come and break my walls apart? _He put me down on the ground and let me go.

Mitsuo held the umbrella carefully as he walked behind me. The walk resumed again. Reaching to the pleasure house, whispers were audible. They were loud and clear.

"Remember the news about a kidnapped Tayuu and a Tayuu being killed?"

"It must be his deed. Why does such evil exist? Remember the recent murders with limbs? See how skillful he is with that sword. Cutting limbs must have been easy for him to do."

"The limbs were carved with Himawari's name right? That's creepy! I'm sure she's next…"

OmO/

The walk ended successfully somehow but Sayaka wasn't pleased. She blamed everything onto Saitou. However, I knew he had saved me and how indebted I was to him.

"Are you alright?" Mitsuo put down his umbrella and whispered to me.

"I'm fine." I whispered back. My hand roamed upwards, checking if any of the hair ornaments was lost. _Izus' hairpin…is gone?! Did it fall? _Actually it didn't matter as long as the letter was safe. The letter was removed from the hairpin already. Still…it was the only memento I had from Izu. _A tayuu's hairpin. Someone must have taken it. _I sighed.

I removed my feet from the clogs and I found my comfort back.

There was an awkward tension around Shimabara. I was clueless. What had happened when the parade was taking place outside? Worry and fear were painted over the pretty faces of oiran and even those guards as well. _Perhaps it's because of Shinsengumi's raid._

I marched my way to the inner court but was halted when a voice called out for me.

"Where are you going?" Sayaka asked, sucking her tobacco stick again. She never got tired of it, huh? Her face was a little sour. I wondered what had happened.

"To the bathroom. I'm sweating from the walk. I want to get a change before I return to Wachigaya." I replied.

"No need. You can go straight to sleep. I'll notify Wachigaya that you are staying here a night due to Shinsengumi's raid. We can't risk you out there." Sayaka said. It was weird. She was acting strange. She coughed from sucking tobacco. It was odd.

"What happened during the parade?" I asked.

Sayaka pretended as if she hadn't heard anyone spoke. Something was wrong. I knew it. Something I wasn't supposed to know.

"Yes, Kottai. You must be tired from the walk. It's better for you to sleep." An oiran came and convinced me. Her face was sour as well. She seemed to need the bath more than I did. She was sweating.

"I think you need a bath too. Come along." I invited with a smile. Perhaps she could tell me what had happened in the bath. Unfortunately she refused, saying she was just a lowly creature unworthy to bath along a Tayuu.

"What is it that you all are hiding from me?" I sighed. I spun to Sayaka. "Where is Jun-han? Has he gone home?"

Sayaka nodded. "Get a rest." She seemed frantic.

"Local police! Excuse us!" Some police came into the pleasure house and marched their way through the hallway towards the bathroom. Finding it very abnormal, I quickened my pace towards the bathroom. I walked past the police and ran towards the bathroom. I slid open the door and found Egawa right in front of my face. Surprised, I took a step backwards.

"Jun-han? What are you doing here?"

"B-borrowing the bathroom?" Egawa didn't look at me straight in my eyes. Everything was out of place.

"I saw your walk. It was magnificent! I'm sure you are tired! Return to your room and have a good rest. I heard shinsengumi had a raid and it scattered the others but you and Mitsuo. You two sure are brave! Respect!" Egawa laughed nervously.

"Heard? Where were you when it all happened?" I narrowed my eyes as I stared at him. Curiosity conquered me. It felt important and it felt urgent.

"Like I said, I borrowed the bathroom! Sorry…" Egawa scratched the back of his head, laughing it away.

"I'm tired." I said. "I want to take a warm bath before I sleep."

"Since you're tired, why don't you rest first and bath when you are awake?" Egawa attempted to push me away but I took another step backward. I stared at him intently. He seemed nervous and uneasy with me.

"What is in the bathroom?" I asked.

"N-nothing!"

There was no other choice than to barge into the bathroom. Thus, I pushed Egawa away and entered the bathroom. Footsteps were audible from behind. They were rushed.

"Himawari!" Saitou and Egawa called in unison.

"Don't look!" Egawa shouted as he ran towards me. However, everything was too late. It was all too late. My fists were clenched. My body trembled.

On the floor, red liquid formed a message. "Let's play." And…

In a bath tub filled with cold water were two floating bodies. Approaching the bath tub, I realized who they were. My arms reached for their frozen bodies and embraced them. Calling their names repeatedly, hoping they would come back. Their bodies were no longer moving. Their voices I could never heard again.

Tears wouldn't flow but my heart bled and died.

"Beni…Kana…" I kissed their foreheads. "I love you." I held them close.

"Hima…" Egawa's footsteps came near but stopped soon.

"I love you Beni. I love you Kana. I love you…I love you…It must have been cold. I'm sorry….I'm sorry…I didn't put you close to me…"I sniffed. Tears finally poured but I couldn't bring myself to wail the pain out. I laid them on the floor, side by side. Patting their heads as I gazed at their bloodless faces, I made an oath._ How foolish I was to think that the culprit still had the essence of humanity…How arrogant I was to be content just because my plan was working…_

The wind blew strongly. The silence overwhelmed us. Maple leaves fell gracefully, filling the bathroom with gorgeous red. Autumn was ending, winter was coming. I swore I wouldn't cry; not until I found the culprit and end his life with my hands.

"Himawari…" Saitou called.

"No." I regained my standing posture. "I am Shin-ya. I shall find the truth in the night." I took a pail and filled it with water. Pouring the water onto the bloody message, I decided that I would play the game. "And put this to an end."
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That night, Shinsengumi was on mission. No one expected that our timing would go together with the parade. The raid was supposed to be done fast. However, it was not to be expected that one of those Chosu men was swift enough to escape despite being outnumbered.

Being ordered by vice-commander, Hijikata, I could only obey and chase after the man.

The man ran straight and there she was. High and beautiful. She walked gracefully. She looked gorgeous; that woman who pushed me away.

I thought she would get off her clogs and ran away to save herself…but she didn't. She stayed proud and kept walking without any fear. That moment, something lurched in my stomach. I felt my body shivered but I knew she was in danger. I sprinted with all my might when that man raised his sword against her. Within one swift movement, that filthy hand was disposed.

I must have surprised her that she lost her balance. She fell but I managed to catch her. She was heavy due to all those ornaments and those clogs. It was only for a while, I didn't mind it. Shortly, she resumed her parade. Her back looked oddly attractive. What kind of burden was she carrying? The path she had chosen…I wanted to see her walk through it.

Her hairpin fell. The hairpin she received from her sister, the previous Tayuu. Did she not realize it? Hence, I ran to where the vice-commander was and excused myself for a while, while the others cleaned up the mess.

I ran after her and entered the pleasure quarters. I saw her running towards the end of the hallway; the bathroom. Her back seemed unreachable. I had seen her cry and I had seen her laugh. Yet, there was something hidden within her which pulled me to her.

When my hand almost reached her back, she ran ahead and I lost my pace.

"Himawari!" I called and coincidentally with the man named Egawa Jun.

Beni and Kana were dead; possibly drowned. For a while she stood still at one spot, staring at Beni and Kana. Her body trembled. I was afraid that she might break. I was worried that she would hurt herself after it. However, the next second I saw her, she was embracing those children like her own. She embraced them tight, calling their names and kissed them.

"Hima…" Egawa called her out.

"I love you…" She kissed Beni and Kana again.

"Himawari…" I encouraged myself to call her, letting her know I was there. She knew.

"No." She stood up. Her tremble stopped that instant. "I am Shin-ya. I shall find the truth in the night." Her strength… where did she get it? How did she get...such strength? She didn't wail and she didn't cry out loud when she's supposed to. Her tears flowed and that was all she did. She erased the message made of blood and swore. "And put this to an end."

I had killed many men and brought them despair but why didn't she feel hopeless? Why did she stand up upon such horrid fate?

She was not broken. She was being polished by the hands of fate. She decided that she would fight. She would fight against fate in this cage. How would she spread her wings? My breath felt heavy upon the sight of her back which was illuminated by the crescent moon. Mapple leaves fell around her as if they were dancing around her. The wind blew strongly, bringing a storm of maple leaves around us. It was eerily cold but solemnly graceful.

Seeing another side of her, I felt shaken. She was stunning. Something lurched again inside me. It was something rare. How and why did I tremble at the sight of Himawari who had changed to Shin-ya? Was I so twisted that I found vengeful Shin-ya charming? There was a power which overwhelmed me and I had no idea what it was.

Not feeling the necessity being there, I exited the bathroom. My arms still trembled. Indeed there was something different from her. I couldn't just let her go. My instincts were tingling, beckoning to protect that frail woman. _I want to own her._

_What can she do and how far can she go? _I felt chill spread throughout my being. _Golden hairpin no longer suits her. _I inserted a hand into my sleeve and held the golden hairpin.

* * *

><p>[1] Kottai is a nickname to refer to a Tayuu. It is shortened from "Kochi no Tayuu" which means "This Tayuu."<p>

[2] Bakufu means government. Government was ruled by descendants of Tokugawa which was called as 'shogun'.

[3] To-Bakufu means anti-government. Many of those who didn't support To-bakufu preferred the sovereignty returned to the Emperor. They believed Emperor was the rightful ruler of Japan.
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Chapter 10

"Beni…Kana…rest well."Coming close in proximity, I kissed their foreheads for the very last time before placing them on the cold floor. Standing up and looked around, I found that he was no longer there. _Where is he? _Saitou was gone and there was only Egawa in sight. He looked lifeless; guilty and remorseful.

"I'm sorry…" He apologized.

"What are you apologizing for, Jun-han?" I asked, staring at him emotionlessly.

"Hima…Cry it out. I know how it feels… It'll be better after you have cried it out."Egawa said, frowning. Concern was all there to show but no, I had sworn.

"No." I shut my eyes for a short while. "I am no longer Himawari. And hence, no longer will I cry." I looked at him intently.

"…You will not do anything dangerous, right?"Egawa asked. His voice shook a bit. It convinced me that he had a change of heart. However, I wouldn't take what wasn't mine. His love was Izu's to hold.

"I won't." I lied as I gave a smile.

Several policemen ran into the bathroom to secure the area. Thus, both Egawa and I were brought into the hall to be interrogated. Officers questioned us and we told them exactly what had happened. According to what Egawa said, he was watching the parade when he heard a scream. He immediately ran towards the source which appeared to be Sumiya. Sayaka ran to him in tears saying that Beni and Kana were dead. By that time, I was on my way back. Sayaka told Egawa not to let me in but he failed.

The police turned to me and asked about my relationship with those two and also what I was doing before, during and after the parade. However, there wasn't much to justify.

After the interrogation ended, Egawa excused himself to the police office, saying he would try to plead the chief to hire him again in order to get a part in the case.

With exhaustion piling on my body, I excused myself to my room.

Reaching my room, my eyes caught the sight of kneeling Mitsuo. His face was full of remorse and fear. He must have feared me for my rank. It was obvious. I had asked him to take care of Beni and Kana but he didn't accomplish it. I had every power and right to dismiss him from his job.

"Sayaka-sama asked me for an errand…so…"

"…If you were by their side, you would have been killed too."

"If I was by their side, they wouldn't have been killed!" He bit his lower lip and hit his fist on the floor. "It was my fault!"

"If you were there, I would have lost you." I slid the door open. "Tilt your head and be grateful of your life."

"…"

"Don't look down on yourself."

"…U-understood!"

"Good. Now pass this message to Sayaka-sama that I want to have a bath no matter what." I said. Mitsuo bowed without a word and left. I asked for the bathroom to be dealt with, but it was all but an excuse to have Beni and Kana cremated quickly.

Sayaka seemed to finish it up immediately. A new pair of kamuro was assigned to me. Seven and six their ages were. Kumo and Rin came to inform me that the bath was ready. I marched my way immediately while Kumo and Rin stayed in my room, waiting for my return. However, bathroom wasn't my destination. Turning my way to the hallway which faced the willow tree, I sat. I convinced myself again to seek revenge and swore not to turn back.

Lost in thought, I wasn't aware of the time I had spent there. Maids were looking for me. As not to cause any ruckus, I returned to my room and slept.

That dawn brought me news. Five knocks on my door rang and I immediately knew it was Mitsuo. Sliding the door open, Mitsuo passed a piece of paper hastily from the gap. A name was written over the paper. I expected a full list of men who came to meet Kiku on that day but I was certain Mitsuo didn't have enough time to copy them all. 'Almost caught' was probably the best answer.

"Daisuke. He came for Kiku that night and it was his first time asking for Kiku, assuming that he had always asked for Midori. It's probably his name which was smeared with ink." Mitsuo muttered before he shut the door and went away.

_Someone must have been awake… Be safe, Mitsuo. _Approaching my drawer and took out the list of men with golden hairpins, I scanned through the names and found the same name. A feeling of discomfort smothered my heart as I looked at the name. There was a high chance that he was the murderer and the one who had kidnapped Izu.

_Urashima Daisuke…_
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Winter began. The world was slowly turning white. Time was merciless. Missing and dreaming didn't suffice. There was no time to recall the red maple leaves. There was not enough time.

Status and position as the highest in the hierarchy were bestowed to me. Contrary to what I possessed, I didn't think of it as a pride or honor. What I received was nothing more than a stepping stone to my goals.

There was this saying, 'to find the culprit, you must first think like the culprit'. However, it was difficult to accomplish. The culprit's target was unclear and sketchy. _There must be something that he wants. _I thought. What came to my mind next was my life. I began to ponder if I had offended anyone before. As far as my memory enabled me to recall, I had never offended anyone.

It must have something to do with Midori, Kiku and the unknown man. _How many secrets did you keep, Midori?_

Birds' chirping woke me up. Right after I opened my eyes, there was a knock on the door. _It isn't Mitsuo's sign_. I sat on my bed as I said, "Please come in."

"I'm coming in, Shin-ya." It was a recognizable voice. This was the second time she entered my room. There must be something that she wanted from me. It was Sayaka.

Sayaka placed herself sitting across me.

"What is it, Sayaka-sama?" I asked.

"There will be a guest of great status. His letter came just now, saying that he was coming for you tonight. He was supposed to be your destination of the Oiran Parade but he heard of Shinsengumi's raid and said it was alright." Sayaka began. There was no tension between us. It was just an ordinary talk of business. "He heard about what had happened last night and he compromised. Well…you have been the topic around the town lately…"

"Who is he?"

"The Chief of local police. Mikami Hoshi-han."

"Is it because kamuro's case has reached his ears?" I sighed. _Did he hear it from Jun-han when Jun-han pleaded for employment?_ Hoshi-han was a man of power in the town. It would be advantageous to have him as an ally. If I could dig information about the victims with lost limbs, I could probably find something about the culprit. It was a golden chance.

"It probably is, but no matter what you have to do the ceremony as Hoshi-han would be your first customer in your Tayuu debut and he would possibly be your first patron." Sayaka sighed, fanning herself with her fancy fan.

I bowed; understood. _A patron… Of course, I need to pay for Kumo's and Rin's living expenses as their elder sister. The more patron I get, the richer I am._

"Prepare yourself well." Sayaka warned before she got up and exited my room.

Noticing stares, I faced two kamuro who looked enthusiast to some work. Gripping the brush and dipped it with ink, I wrote a message. After that, I reached for the drawer and took out some sweets, I passed it to them. Kumo and Rin looked very pleased.

"Thank you very much, Kottai." They bowed deeply.

"Rin, give this to Mitsuo secretly. Do you understand?" I gave my order as I passed the scrap of paper. Rin bowed again and walked her way out of my room.

"Kumo, please prepare my clothes."
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Specially made fragrant which signified Shimabara's rose was put on me; by my neck, wrists and ankles. My hair was exquisitely adorned with golden ornaments. My face was evenly painted in white with red on my eyelids and my lips. Eyebrows were colored in red-ish brown. The sash was black on one side and the other side was gold; butterfly prints were here and there. Clothes were amber in color with the outer clothes in black. I went my way to the game field.

_My very first Kashi no Shiki__**[1]**__…_Each step brought me near to my mission. Keeping my emotions inside, I walked smoothly and gracefully towards the hall where Mikami Hoshi was.

Kumo and Rin walked in highly educated manner in front of me; courting me. Their previous sister must have taught them well. They were active and obedient. However, I would not involve them too much in my actions.

Entering the hall, my eyes darted to the sole man who sat silently. One look was enough to know what kind of a person he was. He had big stature. He seemed to take good care of his mustache and beard; making him look fierce. Little hairs grew over his forehands.

_I can feel his piercing stare. _I placed myself sitting between two kamuro. My hand reached for the sake cup by my right side. I held it elegantly. _Sake cup as mirror which reflects the customer…_I gestured the cup towards the customer with my eyes transfixed on the cup. Finishing with a few more gestures, I put down the sake cup to where it was taken from.

Tools for tea ceremony had already been prepared beforehand. It was by my left side. Moving the tools in front of me, I took a handkerchief from my sash and wipe the cup with precision. After it was done, the handkerchief was kept again. Next, I filled the cup with powder of tea and water. Once the mixing was done with the whisk, I placed the cup of tea in front of Kumo who sat by my right; beckoning her to serve it to the guest. Kumo bowed once before she took hold of the cup with both hands and approached the guest. She passed the cup of tea well.

Standing on my feet, I pulled my outer clothes by its collar. The shamisen player started to play and sing. Thus, I began my dance. _'This dance is called Inishie. Only Tayuu is allowed to do it. It tells about the sole flower which blooms in Shimabara.'_

The dance went by fast. Before I knew it, I was at the last phase of the dance. I swung my arm and stood straight. Lowering my waist, I sat down. An instrument was passed to me by Rin who sat by my left. It was a Kokyu[2].

Shooting a glance at the singer, I made sure she was ready. The singer nodded. The play started and she began to sing. Slowly and gracefully we produced music. Shooting another glance at the singer who sang with a smile, I confirmed another fact. _Hoshi-han must be enjoying the ceremony. This song can go faster. _Swiftly changing the tempo of the song, I urged the singer to sing faster without ruining the sweet melody. It became fun for a moment.

The song was short so it didn't take much time before I was left alone with my customer. For a while, we stayed silent. My eyes didn't yearn for his image so I cast them downwards.

"Excuse me, I bring sake." A voice spoke from behind the door. It was Mitsuo. He did as I asked but I mustn't let anyone know our cooperation. It was weird for a guard to deliver sake.

"Why are you delivering sake? Aren't you supposed to guard the door?" I finally spoke.

"Sayaka-sama asked me to deliver because no maids are available." Mitsuo bowed. He knew what he had to do. He had to lie. He knew he was bad in lying. Therefore, he bowed to hide his face.

"You may leave." I said. With a firm 'yes', Mitsuo left me with my guest.

For a second, our eyes finally met. Turning my gaze to the tray of sake immediately, I took the tray of sake in front of Hoshi. I placed my hand over the neck of the bottle, pouring the sake into the cup. Suddenly, a big rough hand took my wrist. With one swift push, I was pushed onto the floor. I yelped.

"Hmph…so this is the woman who met misfortunes but refused to give up. I have heard of you, Shin-ya." Hoshi smirked. His breathing was close and it reeked of sake. _He must have drunk before he came here. _"Since you have met so many misfortunes, it won't hurt to add another one right? I shall be your next misfortune." He put his body above me. Truly, it was my misfortune. Yet, I didn't have such intention.

"Mister, no!"My refusal was disregarded. He didn't stop. He proceeded to kiss me by neck. The second his lips touched my skin, a shiver ran down my spine. His actions disgusted me but I had to go pass this day to be able to gain access to his information.

"Hoshi-han!" I called; firm and desperate. That moment, he stopped but his smirk didn't disappear. "L-Let's play a game."

"A mere woman is trying to get me to play a game! Hahahaha!" Hoshi removed himself from me. He sat as he laughed. "Why not?! But if you lose, you have to give yourself to me. I heard you are still a virgin…Heheh." He fingered his mustache and beard.

Regaining my sitting posture, I said, "We will play with sake. Who gets drunk first loses."

"Sake? Hahahaha! Isn't that lovely?! Then, hurry up!" Hoshi looked confident but I was not in position to lose. If my status as Tayuu didn't help much to a man like him, then I had to do something else to prevent it. _Sayaka wants his money and I want his information. I can't just reject this man. I have to win over him._

After I had poured sake into a cup and passed it to him, he sipped his first cup and finished his turn. I poured another cup of sake; my turn. I held the cup with my right hand and with my left sleeve, I hid my face. With my right hand being obstructed by my left sleeve, slowly I poured the sake into my right sleeve. Then I kissed the edge of the cup; smearing my lip paint on it.

Putting the cup down, I poured the second cup for Hoshi. He sipped it happily.

Pouring my second cup, I let it flow into my sleeve again. I was grateful for my thick garments. The liquid wet the inside only. Just like that, we proceeded to the sixth cup, tenth cup, fifteenth cup and twentieth cup. Hoshi's face looked red as an apple but he didn't seem to give up.

"Are you drunk, Hoshi-han?" I tried to confirm. _It's supposed to work now…_

"Mhm…I'm…not!" He denied desperately, swinging his arm in midair.

"You seem very drunk. Why don't you lie down and take a rest?" I suggested. _I'm grateful the sake hasn't wet my outer garment. Otherwise, my trick would have been exposed._

"I'm not drunk!" Hoshi took hold of my wrists suddenly, making me fall onto the floor again. My struggle was in vain for he didn't budge. His big hand held both my wrist effortlessly and with the other hand, he landed a slap over my cheek. Biting my lower lips, I held myself from yelping. Endure was the only thing I could do. Hoshi moved his hand over my sash and with one single pull, he undid my garments.

Hoshi's hand slithered around my waist and moved upwards to my chest. He planted a kiss over my stomach as he snickered. Digging my nails into my palms, I forced myself to withstand the ordeal.

"Heheh…" Hoshi removed his sash and glued his skin on mine. However, this misfortune was coming to an end. He planted a kiss on my collar bone before he fell onto me. He motioned a thrusting gesture between my legs but he wasn't aware that he hadn't entered me.

Eventually, his motion was getting slower and slower. He gradually lost his energy and fell asleep. It relieved me that I didn't have to experience bodily relationship.

"…Tayuu? Are you alright?" Mitsuo's rushed whisper was audible.

"I'm fine. Come in." I pushed Hoshi's body aside and fixed my clothes.

"Tayuu?! Did he…"Mitsuo entered and shut the door quickly.

"No. he didn't."I took deep breath in attempt to calm myself. "He shouldn't wake until tomorrow's morning." Mitsuo did as I had ordered. While I was entertaining Hoshi during the Kashi no Shiki, I had him to buy the strongest sake in town. Then, I told him to get one of my sleeping medicines from my drawer. I also told him to mix only half of normal dose. We didn't want any corpse at my Tayuu debut.

"I'm glad you are fine." Mitsuo knelt down and bowed.

"Anyway, ask the maids to prepare the bath. I need to cleanse myself." A sense of relief spread throughout my body. I placed myself sitting before my desk, checking if there was any mark left and was glad that there was none.

"Anyway, as I have written in the message, we have to undress Hoshi-han to fool him. I believe he wouldn't ask for any relation for a while." I approached the sleeping man and tugged his outer clothes. Mitsuo followed afterwards. We laughed together in the process. We were happy for our plan was a success. I knew it was too fast to be laughing but there was this weird tattoo on Hoshi's back; a disfigured tattoo of a peach. We undressed him but left his loincloth on then we put him on my bed and covered him with blanket.

OmO/

The bath was quickly prepared. It was the best bath I had had. The fragrant suit my taste. The warmth was just alright. What made it best was there was no one in the bath. Despite the freezing wind, the warmth spread evenly throughout my body. I felt I was cleansed. _I made a good choice._

Bathing was the only period I could let my mind rest without thinking about anything. I relaxed myself under water, feeling the warmth which hugged me gently. I gazed at the scattering stars above me as I rubbed my arms. _It's comfortable…_

Thus, I bathed as how a Tayuu was supposed to with exclusive goods. Bathing under the crescent moon which eerily shone upon the earth brought an odd sensation. I embraced myself, drowning myself under the water temporarily. _I should distance myself from Rin and Kumo in front of people's eyes…_I thought as I exhaled. My breath turned white in air. _Winter is just by the corner._

The fragrance slowly disappeared and the water also became colder. Thinking that I was time I ended my bath, I stepped out of the bath tub and dried myself with a towel. I dressed myself and called a maid who stood by outside to help me with my sash.

"It's done, Tayuu."The maid said, smiling.

"Thank you."I smiled and marched my way back to my room. Walking up the stairs, Asagi was seen at the end of the hallway. She stared at me with the sort of underestimating look. It didn't matter to me. _They might pose as a threat; Asagi and her comrades. It's impossible for me to do my research with only Mitsuo anyway. I need another guard. I need a spy._

"Are you happy now?" Asagi asked. "Are you happy now that you are a Tayuu and no one can disobey you?"

"I don't have such intention." I answered as I continued my trip to my room. Asagi didn't chase and didn't demand for more significant answer. It was unnecessary for her to know my goals and I had no intention of sharing it.

Reaching my room, I saw Mitsuo was guarding the door. He bowed at my sight which I dismissed immediately. I knelt down to the box of incense, put on four sticks and lit them up. I stood up and slid open the door.

"Wake me up when the incenses are burnt."

OuO/

Lifting up the brush, I painted my lips in red. Today was a good day. Not only did I get my best bath, I also had my best sleep. _Sleeping by Saitou-han's side is…comfortable too…_ However, it was best to not meet.

"What…happened?" a coarse voice asked. It came from behind me. Hoshi was awake.

"How could you…forget? ...Hoshi-san, you are an idiot." I pouted my lips; sulking. From the reflection in the mirror, I could see that Hoshi was scanning around. He also saw his only-loincloth appearance. He let out a chuckle as he approached me and embraced me.

"I must have been very drunk. Did I really do it with you?" He sniffed my shoulder.

"Idiot…" I muttered as I continued to paint my lips.

"You smell wonderful. A bath?"

"I have many preparations to do, Hoshi-han." I put down the brush and carried on drawing my eyebrows.

"Other customers?" Hoshi sniffed around my neck.

"Are you jealous, Hoshi-han? You had my first already. Why are you comparing yourself to others?"

Hoshi suddenly cupped my chin roughly as he smirked. "Arrogant, aren't you?"

As I smiled gently, I held his hand which cupped my chin. "Will you come again?" I glanced at him sheepishly.

"Hahahaha! How can I say no to those eyes?" Hoshi grinned. He looked happy and accomplished. It was also my pleasure to see his happy face. It was a huge relief that he didn't find out anything weird.

"Will you bring a list of your men here? We can arrange a feast here." I suggested, smiling as I leaned to him.

"In need of money that much?" Hoshi asked. His grin disappeared.

_Did I say anything wrong? _I became worried. "Actually…my mother in the village is sick. I can't go home but I can send some money for her to buy medicine." I frowned, fingering my sleeve.

"You sure are kind. I'll see what I can do." Hoshi grinned again. Perhaps he wasn't a bad man after all—just a pervert.

"Really?! Thank you very much, Hoshi-han!" I bowed.

Hence, Hoshi-han's time ended and he dressed himself. He said his farewell with a gentle kiss over my temple and with that, he went away.

The door which was shut was open again. Mitsuo poked his head inside and asked if I wanted dango[3].

"Yes please!" I responded desperately. _Perfect timing!_

"I will soon get it. Please wait for a moment." Mitsuo smiled before he shut the door and dashed downstairs.

When I was waiting for Mitsuo's return with plenty of dango, Kumo came to tell me that someone was on the way to look for me. It was her third time entering my room. This time, she brought some companions. To my discomfort, Sayaka brought Asagi, Hana and Yuri. When I asked what they wanted from me, Sayaka asked me to train them. _Which means…I'm to be their sister and they are to be my younger sisters? What on earth…_I was agape. It was too sudden that I didn't know what to say. I didn't have any problem training them but…_Aren't they supposed to hate me? Well… more allies are better than lacking allies._

"Alright." I said.

Asagi, Hana and Yuri exited my room after bowing and Sayaka followed afterwards.

OmO/

It was a long wait when there was no distraction. Eventually, I tried to distract myself with calligraphy and writing poem. I didn't complete any of them due to lack of inspiration. _When is Mitsuo going to return? _That moment, my belly sounded. As I waited, I had become hungry. _It's time for breakfast…_

"Tayuu, is it alright if we come in? We bring your breakfast." Kumo and Rin spoke in cute unison. They came at the right timing.

"Come in." I said as I opened the door, letting them in. "Good morning." I smiled.

"Good morning." They greeted, smiling brightly in the process. They stepped into my room and put the tray of food in front of me. The smell spread across my room. It smelled like heaven if I could say. Well, I had no idea what heaven smelled like so, let it be my mere delusion. Holding up the bowl with miso soup, I savored the fragrance. Slowly, I put the edge of the bowl to my lips and sipped the soup. I squealed in pleasure. Then I realized that those two kamuro were staring at me with mouths agape. _They must be hungry too. _I passed the bowl to Kumo who looked at me clueless.

"Take a sip. After that, give Rin some too." I said as I raised my chopsticks.

"T-thank you very much!" Kumo and Rin bowed.

"It's alright. You two must be hungry too." I couldn't help but to smile upon their cuteness. At the same time, they reminded me of my previous precious pair of attendants.

After they had finished the soup, I divided the grilled fish to three and fed them. They were hesitant first, but they eventually accepted it shyly. I chuckled at their modesty.

The breakfast was then disturbed by Mitsuo who slid the door harshly. Breathless he was but he did his job well; in his palm were three sticks of dango.

"I'm….very…sorry…for…being late!" Mitsuo managed an apology between gasps. He calmed himself and passed the dango to me. Then, he bowed.

"You're late but you came at the right timing with the right amount of dango. Here, Rin this is yours and this is yours, Kumo." I gave each stick to Kumo and Rin, left the last stick of dango for me.

"I'm…glad…to hear that." Mitsuo lifted up his head and grinned in accomplishment.

"Here, yours." I pulled out one piece of dango out of the wooden stick and fed Mitsuo. He was startled at my sudden act that he almost choked on the dango. He coughed as if he was being suffocated. Quickly, I pat his back gently. In the end, he swallowed the whole dango and survived the silent dango's assassination.

"You don't have to rush." I chuckled.

"…I thought I was dead…No, it's about a guest!" Mitsuo was suddenly alright again. He looked at me seriously, making me wonder what was about the guest. I stared at him with curious eyes. Then, he spoke again. "Daisuke! A man called Urashima Daisuke is coming here for you! He just paid for you tonight."

That name caught me by surprise. _To think that the chance would come in such haste... the wind of fortune is at my side. _I straightened my back. "I see. Mitsuo, I need you to guard the door tonight."

"I understand!" Mitsuo bowed.

"What is happening, Tayuu?" Rin asked.

"A very important guest is coming. I want you two to be active in helping Sayaka-sama tonight. Do not return here until I call for you two. Do you understand?"

"Yes." Kumo and Rin answered together and bowed in unison as well.

_Tonight will be my first battle._

OnO/

Many customers were served that day, but I didn't let my guard down for even a second. The anticipated battle was right before my eyes. I couldn't afford myself to miss the chance. I served as I waited. However, the man named Daisuke didn't appear.

To my exasperation, he didn't appear for four nights in a row. He paid for me but he didn't come to see me. I told myself to be patient but I couldn't wait to meet and ask directly if he was indeed the culprit. I eventually went to Sayaka and asked her to tell that man if he came to pay again that I was curious and I wanted to say my gratitude to him. Thank God for he agreed to meet me. Nevertheless, his visit was after two nights.

"What on earth is he thinking?! I don't think Sayaka-sama has any problem with a man who pours money onto you, but…"Mitsuo vexed as he paced back and forth.

"Be calm, Mitsuo. He should appear tonight." I placated him.

"But if he doesn't turn up! It's as if…it's as if he's taking you for a fool!"Mitsuo sighed deeply.

"Will you take a bet with me? If he appeared tonight, I will treat you manjuu." I offered.

"Eh?" Mitsuo seemed dumb-founded. Surely, he didn't expect it coming from me.

"If he didn't appear tonight, you will treat me manjuu." I continued.

"But the bet…isn't it odd?" Mitsuo asked.

"Yes it is." I giggled. "So, are you taking it or not?" I looked at him challengingly.

"Y-yes." Mitsuo answered sheepishly.

"Well then, off you go to guard the door while I wait." I said as I pushed him out of my room. I slid close the door and placed myself sitting before my desk. Reaching to my drawer, I took a hairpin and kept it in my sleeve; for self-defense. I exhaled heavily; annoyed.

I waited yet again. I waited for the man to whom I sought the truth. Boredom engulfed me wholly to the point I almost fell asleep. _How late can he be? _I cursed mentally. Thinking that it was better for me to have a cup of tea and calm down, I poured myself a cup of tea. Indeed, the tea calmed me. I lifted the cup up and sipped the tea.

"Tayuu, the guest is here." Mitsuo whispered suddenly. I was startled that I almost spilled my tea. Putting the cup down hastily, I pushed the tray of tea behind me. I straightened my back and faced the door.

"Excuse me., ahaha…" A foreign man entered as he chuckled nervously."My name is Urashima Daisuke." He bowed and placed himself sitting across me.

"I know of you, Daisuke-han." I smiled. _An ordinary merchant. He definitely is not rich, looking from his clothes. He came to meet a Tayuu with soiled clothes…_I scanned him ups and downs.

"Me? Ahaha! I'm unworthy to be known by a Tayuu such as you!" Daisuke praised. He looked oddly nervous and smiley. Something was definitely wrong with that man.

"Of course I know. My sister, Kiku used to talk a lot about you, Daisuke-han, about how kind you are and how generous you are. I have felt your generosity." I bowed. "Thank you very much."

"Ahaha… is that so?" Daisuke laughed as he scratched the back of his head. When I looked closely, I saw a tray of tea pot and two cups. It reminded me of a bad memory.

"What is that, Daisuke-han?" Taking a strong grip of the hairpin in my sleeve, I braced myself to ask.

"O-oh! I borrowed it from this house! Is it…bad?" Daisuke smiled nervously. "A-anyway, congratulations! You certainly deserve the Tayuu title!" He greeted as he bowed.

"Thank you."Bowing, I gratified.

"Here, have a cup for your success!" Daisuke poured the tea into the cup and passed it to me.

"My apologies, it's not our policy to drink in front of a guest."

"Can't you make it an exception? For your brilliance!" He cheered.

"You sure are good with words, Daisuke-han. Kiku must have been very blissful to serve a guest like you." I chuckled as I brought my sleeve up to hide my face. "It must have been tough for Midori to endure the burning jealousy."

"…H-how?!" Daisuke spluttered. There it was; the expected reaction. With the name 'Midori', everything was clear. He was in cahoots with Midori.

"Now that Midori is gone, you are planning to fulfill her mission, isn't it correct?" I stared at him, looking into his eyes as if to look for truth in his eyes. "You are here to kill me, aren't you?"

"I—n-no…" He stuttered.

"Daisuke-han, did you kill Kiku?" I took a deep breath and continued.

"No! No!" Daisuke stood up abruptly. He became desperate and fear painted his face. He was frightened and he had every reason to because he was guilty. He shook his head vigorously as he walked backwards to the door.

"Hold on, dear guest. The incense isn't burnt yet. It's not time to go home yet." Mitsuo slid open the door and pushed Daisuke back into the room.

"U-Uwaahh!" Startled by Mitsuo, Daisuke fell onto the ground; on four. He was trembling badly. If he were innocent, he wouldn't have shivered. He only had to speak the truth.

"Did you kill Kiku?" I repeated with my eyes transfixed at his.

"I-I am forced to! I…I only held her down to shut her up! That's all!" Daisuke explained frantically. "I-It wasn't me! It's wasn't me! Really! I'm telling the truth!" He was anxious.

"Who asked you to do so?" I prodded.

"Forgive me! I gave a lot of money to you, didn't i? Forgive me! If it's not enough…I'll give more! Just give me some time!"

"You came a few days before Izu's disappearance. Do you know where she is? Who kidnapped her?"

"My wife and child are at stake! Please understand!" Daisuke cried as he charged towards me. His hands strangled my neck; suffocating me. Pain overwhelmed my body and drained all my energy. Lacking the air, my eyes spun. Clutching onto his arms, I dug my nails into his skin and attempted to push him away.

However, what I did made us fall off balance. Daisuke sat on me. His hands were strongly attached on my neck. His nails began to sink in my skin. Coughing, I hung onto my fading consciousness. Reaching for the hairpin in my sleeve, I stabbed his arm.

Groaning in pain, Daisuke finally released his hands.

"Tayuu!" Mitsuo rushed in and sent his foot towards Daisuke. He kicked him away. Propping me up, Mitsuo kept his eyes over Daisuke.

"Forgive me!"Daisuke charged upon Mitsuo and they struggled to hit each other. Daisuke attempted to strangle Mitsuo and vice-versa. "She must die! If she doesn't die, my wife and child will die!"

Getting up on my knees, I crawled to Daisuke and pulled out my hairpin which was stuck in his arm. As the result, Daisuke released his grip from Mitsuo and groaned painfully again. Taking this chance, Mitsuo took hold of Daisuke's arm and threw him against the floor. With his knee, Mitsuo pinned him down.

Wheezing, Mitsuo and I stared at each other. Daisuke shouted and screamed like of a mad man. It wasn't long until he stopped.

"Daisuke-han…Tell me, who ordered you?" I asked as I rubbed my neck.

"Nishiya…Kyoko…I'm sorry…" Tears flowed down Daisuke's cheek.

"Speak!" Mitsuo urged, pulling his arm.

"It's Akira! Akira asked me to do all these!" Daisuke cried. "Please…kill me…"

"We won't." I assured.

"If I went back without you being dead, my family will end up dead! Please!" Daisuke begged. Unable to say yes or no, I kept silent. Upon distress, he forced himself to get up and shake off Mitsuo; regardless of what was to become of his arm. He took the cup of tea and gulped it down.

"Daisuke-han…?"

In short amount of time, he dropped the cup and held his neck. He groaned painfully. "I'm…sorry…"

"Daisuke-han?! Daisuke-han?!" I held his shoulders. "Daisuke-han? Are you alright?" I didn't expect he would actually drink it on his own. It was the same trick Midori had done before. The cup he brought was smeared with the poison before-hand. I didn't know what kind of poison he used and how much he had smeared over the cup but he looked very tormented.

It was only a flash. It was only a flash and I realized I was all in blood. It was only a tick of time and I recalled what had happened. Daisuke had coughed big amount of blood and it was splattered on me. My hands shook and my body trembled. My breathing seemed to stop. My chest pained and I found myself gasping for air. My chest went up and down in the effort to normalize my body. Upon the sight of blood and Daisuke, memory of the past was awakened and I couldn't look away.

"Tayuu!" Mitsuo rushed to me and held me by my shoulders, forcing me to put my focus on him. Reflexively, I clutched onto his arms. "Breathe! Tayuu! Breathe!" He said. He inhaled and exhaled, beckoning me to follow. Bit by bit, I inhaled and exhaled.

"Are you alright?" Mitsuo asked.

"I'm…fine." I was finally calm again. I released my grip from his arms and found out that my nails had dug into his flesh. "I'm sorry… it must have hurt." I apologized.

"No. It's alright." Mitsuo smiled.

"What is happening inside?! Shin-ya?! Shin-ya!" A familiar voice rang from outside of the room. It was Egawa. He opened the door and seemed very surprised. Still, he rushed to me, wiping the blood away from my face. "Shin-ya…Are you alright? What has happened?" He asked.

"Why…are you here, Jun-han?" I asked while still in the process to stabilize my breathing.

"I came for you when I saw Mitsuo suddenly rushed into the room." Egawa explained. "What's with all these?"

"A guest. He came with tea pot and cups. I told him it's not our principle to drink in front of the guest and he went ahead drinking it. Then he looked all painful. Finally, he vomited blood on me." I explained briefly.

"Mitsuo, call Sayaka-san." Egawa said.

"Yes, sir!" Hence, Mitsuo made a bee line and left us.

Egawa embraced me suddenly. His warmth comforted me. Weak as I was, I couldn't reject him. My energy was drained after calming myself from the shock.

"I told you not to do anything dangerous. If you see anything weird or odd, just go away. Why won't you listen?!" Egawa reprimanded. "What if that man was indeed the culprit and killed you?!"

"Jun-han… I'm alright." I patted his back.

"I'll work hard! I'll work hard to look for Izu! So please! Please, Shin-ya! Stop working so hard! I don't want to see you suffer!" Egawa released me and looked at me.

"I have to take revenge for Beni and Kana." I said.

"I don't think they want you to do it." Egawa tried to convince me.

"Why are you doing this to me? I am nobody to you." I frowned. I couldn't understand why he cared so much for me. I couldn't comprehend his concern to me. He was a man who loved my elder sister and I was just another stranger to him. There was no need for him to pry.

"Izu will not tolerate seeing you suffer." Egawa answered. "Not only will I work hard to look for Izu! I'll work hard to pay for your freedom! So please! Wait for me!" It was unexpected. I was speechless. _My freedom…_I had no idea how to reply and I had no idea what to feel. Fortunately, Sayaka came at the right moment and ruined our moment with a scream.

As soon as Sayaka saw the scene, she dashed to me and checked whether I was alright. She pulled me out of Egawa's grip and led me to an empty room. She shouted for some maids as well as a guard whose name was Reiji. Then, she turned to me.

"Do you think you can return to Wachigaya? No, of course no…after such thing…" Sayaka was restless. She motioned me to sit on the floor and went to the door. She called for Reiji again and in a moment, the man came.

"Reiji, from tonight you are to guard Shin-ya's door and to protect her. We all know how dangerous the position is." Sayaka spoke, to which Reiji knelt and heeded.

Reiji was a man around Mitsuo's age; around twenty. His hair had the same hairstyle as Mitsuo; bald in the middle. His face was full of dirt. He must have gotten so dirty from all the cleaning. For a moment, he seemed to eye at me suspiciously.

Maids came and were ordered to bath me. Immediately, I was brought to the bathroom and cleaned with the utmost care.

OmO/

To clean the storage room was my job. Amidst of cleaning the dusty room, a horrifying shout made me jump in surprise. Knowing it came from the house owner, I rushed my way to where she was. It took me a while to figure out where Sayaka was. That moment, another shout rang and I knew the spot immediately.

As my legs brought me to an empty room near the room where the Tayuu stayed, I saw Sayaka and Mitsuo as well as the regular customer, Egawa. Seeing Mitsuo and Egawa carrying a corpse, my curiosity tingled. Making a turn to my right, her image was caught by my eyes; Shin-ya Tayuu. A disturbing feeling grew within my heart as my eyes scanned her. _Why is she… in blood? Did she hurt herself? _I wondered.

"Reiji, from tonight you are to guard Shin-ya's door and to protect her. We all know how dangerous the position is." Sayaka said.

I knelt and bowed. "Yes." There was no way I could say 'no' to what was given to me. How would I earn money? At least it wasn't any cleaning duty. It was just a guard post. There was nothing better than to be stationed to guard a door and do nothing. There was a high chance I could slack off too. It was supposed to be a grateful feeling that I felt. However, there was this uneasiness within my heart I couldn't comprehend.

Several maids came running and brought the Tayuu away. Certainly, she was brought to the bathroom. Who would want to pay for a Tayuu in blood? Soon enough, Sayaka walked away. She definitely was heading to her counter at the entrance of this house. She would probably write down names and count her coppers or gold which was her daily ritual.

In about a moment, Mitsuo returned, saying Egawa went to report the case to the police.

Mitsuo approached me and greeted me saying he was glad to work along with me. Moving my head up and down, I nodded. We shook hands and bowed at each other. What startled me was, Mitsuo suddenly pushed me against the wall with his hands clutched tight on my clothes. It took me by surprise that I almost bit my own tongue. _What the hell is his problem?!_

"From now on we are personal guards of Shin-ya Kottai. Whatever you hear and see, you must keep it only to yourself." Mitsuo glared.

"I understand…" Answering so, I was released. Fixing my clothes, I dared myself to ask. "What was with the corpse? Why was Tayuu in blood?"

"Reiji, you are a curious one, aren't you?" Mitsuo eyed me intently. To be honest, it was uncomfortable. We had never actually talked to each other and once we were paired together, such treatment was given to me.

"If you really want to know… you have to swear to secrecy." Hearing Mitsuo's response, I knew I had landed in the wrong place. Never mind that, feeling challenged to know the issue, I agreed. It was all thanks to my curiosity in my blood.

Mitsuo explained briefly what had happened. He kept repeating that I must keep silent of it. He told me Tayuu was in danger due to the mission she was forced to take and that the culprit was unknown.

"We are her personal guards. So we have to protect her at all cost. She might reward you if you did a good job." Mitsuo grinned.

"Why do you want to help her? She's just a courtesan. She can't get out of here. How is she going to solve this?" Questions kept popping in my head and I felt the need to quench my thirst to know.

"You know, courtesans are women who lie, act, pretend and cheat but Shin-ya…Shin-ya Kottai, has always been true to me. She showed me braveness, courage, gentleness and will for her beloved ones. She lost her precious and I thought she was going to break down." Mitsuo heaved a sigh before he continued. "She didn't give up. She showed me hope when she was in her worst."

"I see…" Having heard such matter, I had no idea what to say.

"About how she will solve this affair… she has her way." Mitsuo added.

A particular subject appeared within my mind, urging me to ask. "Don't tell me the killing case outside has something to do with her? …The case with lost limbs?"

"There's a high chance of it." Mitsuo's answer wasn't enough. Cupping my chin with my fingers, I began to ponder. My desire to know more shook my brain to think, yet there was no answer within me.

"Well? What do you say?" Mitsuo chuckled.

"I want to see her in action." A grin crawled up to my face as I answered.

* * *

><p>[1]Kashi no Shiki is a ceremony to introduce the Tayuu to the customers. In this ceremony customers have chance to study the Tayuu closely. The ceremony includes a tea ceremony, a dance and instrument play by the Tayuu. If customers were to behave inappropriately, a Tayuu had every right to reject the customer.<p>

[2]Three stringed instruments similar of shamisen but kokyu is played with a bow. The strings are made of horse's tail. Instead of playing it by changing fingers' position, it is played by rotating the kokyu itself by its neck.

[3]A kind of Japanese sweets made of rice flour. It is round and often served with green tea.
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Chapter 11

"Steady." Placing my fan under Hana's wrist to put her open arms in balance, I looked over her training. Asagi and Yuri were also trying to balance themselves on the kamo-geta made for Tayuu.

"First, get the feeling of your balance. When you feel it's alright, try to take your first step." Leaving Hana, I approached Yuri and did the same as Hana. "Step on the geta every day and make sure you are accustomed to it." I added.

"Is there any fast method to master these geta, Shin-ya Kottai?" Asagi asked. She was stable and well-balanced.

"The key is to 'get used' to it." I replied. "Asagi, try and take your first step."

With a nod, Asagi put her arms down and attempted to make the 'eight' figure on the ground. It was a bit rough but it was good for a starter. Then, she took her second step. Finishing her second step, she turned to me as if she was asking with her eyes.

"It's still rough but it's good for a starter." Giving a smile, I complimented.

"Really?" Asagi's face brightened up that instant. "Yes!"

Walking to Hana and Yuri, I encouraged them to take their first step as well. However, it was the same as Asagi. To them, I gave the same compliment. Cheering happily, they almost lost their balance although they managed to regain their posture.

"Can I try turning after two steps?" Hana asked. Her pretty eyes reflected determination. It wasn't my intention to train them so far but I supposed it was alright. They seemed all excited to continue. Nodding, I watched how Hana took two steps and made a turn. She still needed some polishing but there was no need to rush. Making the turn, she took another two steps to return to her former spot. However, she lost her balance at the last moment. Swinging her arms to keep her balance was futile. She was falling forward.

"S-sister! I…can't hold on anymore, g-get away or I'll fall onto—Uwahhh!" Pulled by the gravity, Hana shut her eyes as she fell.

With my arms open wide, I caught her and stopped her from falling. Since her feet were still on the geta, I pushed her up again. "Are you alright?" I asked.

"I-I'm fine…" Hana responded as she looked at me with a bewildered face. Yuuri and Asagi were silent as well—surprised, I supposed.

"Excuse me for a while. I'm going to the bathroom." I said as I walked to the short stair to get into the hallway. Removing my geta, I placed my feet on the stairs and got into the hallway. Making a turn to the left, I stopped after a few steps. Coming from my front, Reiji came with a package.

"Kottai, I have bought the manjuu." Reiji said as he passed the package to me.

"How many did you buy?" I questioned.

"Eight." He said.

"Take half of it and share it with Mitsuo. I'll take four." Ripping the packaging's paper, I wrapped mine and put it in my sleeve. Wrapping the others, I passed it to Reiji.

"B-but…"

"What is it?"

"Didn't you ask me to buy it to eat it for yourself?" Reiji's face showed curiosity.

"You haven't had your lunch, right? Take it and return to your post." I stared into his eyes, convincing him that it was truly my intention from the start. He bowed and thanked me for the manjuu. With that, he left.

Keeping silent, I could hear a conversation.

"What was that? She thought by doing that she will make me obey her." Hana spoke, scoffing.

"I agree. She is so arrogant now that she is a Tayuu." Asagi spoke next, sighing heavily.

"Her lesson was easy to understand though…" Yuuri said.

"Whose side are you on? Her lesson is not fun at all!" Hana heaved a heavy sigh.

"Enough of her! Let's talk something else. Talking about her makes me sick." Asagi sighed yet again. "Lately I've got a very creepy customer. He is very pushy! Making me think that being rich sure is fun. If you are rich you can get everyone to bow at your sight. Being a Tayuu must have earned a lot."

"Creepy customer? What did he do?" Hana's interest was piqued.

"Well of course, as the highest in hierarchy a Tayuu receives more money than us, ordinary oiran." Yuuri pouted.

"This customer keeps pestering me to sleep with him even when I don't want to. In the end I still had to do it unwillingly." Asagi sighed. "Well, I manage to make an excuse to the bathroom to avoid it for a few times."

"Isn't that good?" Yuuri smiled.

"Nah. He got creepier. He even threatened that he would kill me if I wouldn't sleep with him." Asagi frowned; helpless.

_Threat…?_

"Have you talked about it to Sayaka-sama?" Yuuri asked.

"Yes. Sayaka-sama was able to make him for a few times, saying that I was on my horse[1]. Still, I don't think it'll work anymore. And I'm getting him tonight." Asagi sighed.

"It sure is tough. My customer stinks! He said he is working as a merchant but I doubt it. Merchant of fishes, perhaps." Hana said, pinching her nose to emphasize the possible smelliness of her customer.

"My recent customer is a husband to a strict wife. All he does is talk about his wife. How scary her wife is, how strict she is and how powerful she is in kitchen." Yuuri sighed. "Whenever I tempt him to sleep with me, he becomes very flustered. Surely, he hasn't slept with his wife."

"In the end have you two…" Asagi questioned, looking very interested.

"No." Yuuri replied bluntly. "Not even once."

"How many times have you two met?" Hana asked.

"Ten."

"Unbelievable! Ten?! He has never touched you? Even a little?" Asagi's face turned sour. "What kind of man is he?" She scoffed.

"I know. At least he's better than yours, Asagi." Yuuri shrugged; smiling a bit.

"Anyway, heard of the rumors?" Hana spoke in secrecy sort of tone.

"Rumors? Oh! I heard of it!" Yuuri became excited. "The murderer hasn't been found right? The one who goes around killing women and leaves her limb with writing on the flesh, right? The police are suspecting Shinsengumi's Third Captain Unit, Saitou Hajime." She continued.

Hearing his name made me restless with longing. _Saitou-han…_ Still, doubt was still in my heart.

"He is one of Shin-ya's guests. Do you see the relation?" Asagi asked in a whisper but it was still audible.

"What relation?" Hana became curious.

"I believe that Shin-ya and Saitou Hajime worked together to dispose of Izu." Asagi theorized. Hearing so, I felt flames of anger lit within my heart but it didn't affect my composure much. I was just… a bit irritated.

"She knows that Sayaka-sama favors her above us all and she takes her chance to rise. I heard she is guarded with two guards. Why do you think so?" Asagi continued.

"Why? I don't know. Perhaps, she has slept with them?" Yuuri assumed.

"That's it. I keep wondering why Mitsuo and Reiji would guard her happily. I'm sure she must have slept with them. Oh and, as we have known she was still virgin until she got a guest, Mikami Hoshi-han. I heard she slept with him first then Mitsuo, then Reiji." Asagi embraced herself, trembling deliberately. "I wouldn't sleep with someone as hairy as Hoshi-han!"

"We can't possibly blame them for being hairy…" Yuuri sighed. "Hey, what about the other rumor?" She changed the topic.

"What other rumor? Oh! About the Priestess of Great Serpent right? What do you think?" Hana questioned.

"Oh, that. I am certain it's just a bluff made to fool all of us. See? In a murder or kidnapping, you need someone else to be the sacrifice. So I think she and Saitou Hajime made this up to fool us." Asagi scoffed as she shrugged.

Walking to where those three was, I stepped down to the ground and wore my geta. Those three quickly turned to their high geta and practiced their steps without a word. It didn't matter to me what they thought about me. What was bothering me was Asagi's customer.

_Akira… he might be the one who threatened Asagi with a fake name. No, I can't assume so. All men who use threat to get on the girls must be put on watch. Saitou-han as well… for him to disappear so long... it's weird when he was so excited for me previously. I was so naïve to believe that he was innocent. The note that fell from his sleeve… I wonder what it means. He wouldn't say anything as well. _I wondered.

"Enough of geta. We move to shamisen. Follow me." Saying so, I waited for those three to get down of their getas and followed me to the hall. In the hall, I taught them songs they hadn't learnt and also taught them about kokyuu.

Watching them play, I began to ponder again. _To capture men of Chosu, I must first make inhabitants of Shimabara favor me. No, not as Tayuu but as a woman with love and care for her sisters. If I manage to protect Asagi from the pestering customer, perhaps…it will work out. The Priestess is never a matter. True or not, as long as I find out the murderer, everything will become clear._

Ending the training there for the day, I dismissed them and returned to my room. There, I found Kumo and Rin were playing catch. Rin was chasing Kumo around. Upon my appearance, they stopped immediately and bowed deeply at me.

"Here, manjuu." Reaching for the manjuu within my sleeve, I gave them the package.

"T-thank you very much!" They took it gratefully with glittering eyes. They bowed once again, "And welcome back!" they greeted.

"I'm back." I smiled.

OmO/

"Who is my guest today?" Adjusting my outer shirt, I questioned Mitsuo who kneeled by the door. "You two may go." Dismissing Kumo and Rin, I eyed Mitsuo; awaiting my answer.

"Mikami Hoshi." Mitsuo replied bluntly. "Shall I get the strong sake again?"

"No. Let the maid do her job. Just guard your post." I responded. "Oh, Did Reiji give you manjuu this morning?"

"Yes. Thank you very much!" Mitsuo bowed.

Chuckling, I crouched down and beckoned him to raise his head. "You won the bet. There's no need to thank me."

"But—"

"Ahem." Reiji coughed and kneeled beside Mitsuo, perfectly interrupted the moment. "Mikami Hoshi-san is here." He reported.

"Getting all nice and lovey with a mere guard in front of your patron, eh?" Hoshi smirked as he stepped into my room.

"Is it jealousy that I sense, Hoshi-han? Why don't you be my guard then? I might treat you manjuu." I teased. "Alright, you two. Please guard the door." After that, the door was shut and I was alone with Hoshi.

"Hmph. You sure have the luck to escape death." Hoshi placed himself sitting as I poured him some tea.

"He was scary…" With my hands trembling, I still managed to pour the tea properly. "Principles of oiran saved me."

"Oh? Tell me exactly what had happened." Hoshi became interested.

"Didn't the police officer report everything to you?"

"I want to listen to you." Hoshi caressed my cheek as I placed the teapot down. Gazing at him, I held his hand. Therefore, I told him from Urashima Daisuke's donation and our meeting. Of course, I excluded the talk about Kiku and Izu. There was no need for Hoshi to know. Still, Hoshi seemed very serious in listening as he sipped the tea from time to time.

"I understand." Hoshi spoke. "I'll see what I can do to look into the case. Count on me." He gulped down his tea and gestured for more. Pouring tea into his cup, I smiled at him.

"Hoshi-han, will you tell me about outside world?"

"What do you want to know about then?" Hoshi chuckled. He seemed happy for some reason.

"About The Priestess of The Great Serpent." I said as I looked at Hoshi with glittering eyes.

"Do you mean the case where women lost their limbs?" Hoshi's smile disappeared but he didn't seem to dislike the topic. "We are currently looking into the case but…" He inhaled deeply. "Women who were killed…were oiran from Shimabara Pleasure House."

_Oiran in Shimabara…? Does it mean not only from one Ageya? I know there have been a lot of oiran who were redeemed but I didn't know it would become the murder case outside… _Pondering, I could only think of one man. No one else came into my mind. _Akira._

"We checked with Sayaka-san for the names of men who bought those women. They were all different names. We tried looking for those men in town but we found no one." Hoshi sighed and bit his lower lip. He seemed truly troubled by this case. He took a sip of his tea, calming himself.

"It's probably the same man who bought those women or… many men who coincidentally had 'that' kind of interest bought from the same source or those men were together in a plan." Hoshi concluded. However, I could only believe that it was done by the same person.

_Akira must be rich. Where does he get all the money? If he has high status… no, it's impossible. If he had high status he would be easily tracked for his fame._ The more I thought about him the more irritated I became.

"I hope the culprit is found soon." I said. "So, what is happening to this country at the moment?" I asked.

"Hmm… now that's complicated. You see… Chosu clan has been banished from Kyoto but they are sneaking in with different identities. It's been difficult to track them one by one. Do you remember the Ikedaya affair which took place years ago? They planned to burn down Kyoto. Good thing Shinsengumi was there to stop them." Hoshi began.

_Chosu men have been sneaking in the capital… To be able to capture them, I needed to make sure the inhabitants to favor me first. I need them to trust me._

"I heard about it but I didn't know the actual matter." I responded. "Then it's a blessing that their plan was ruined by Shinsengumi. What a relief!"

"Yes. However, Shinsengumi seems to have some trouble itself now."

"Trouble? What sort of trouble?"

"Haven't you heard? There's rumor that Shinsengumi is going to divide into two. Shinsengumi's councilor, Kashitaro Itou will lead the second group. I don't know the details but it seems there's an internal conflict going on." Hoshi heaved a sigh as if he was troubled by the matter as well. What did it have to do with the local police was not clear.

"Why are you sighing, Hoshi-han?" Concerned to why he was so troubled, I asked.

"You see… If Shinsengumi divided itself, it wouldn't last long with the current conflict going on between pro-shogunate and anti-shogunate. Shinsengumi's presence puts us, local police into a difficult position. With Shinsengumi, our responsibilities slowly move to them making them heroes. While without Shinsengumi, we local police can't cover all problems arising in this capital of Kyoto."

"I personally think both sides should make it clear between cases."

"Apparently, we can really do much. Their policy is to keep Kyoto safe while we are here to keep Kyoto safe too. See? We meet many times with the same case. And since Shinsengumi has better investigator, they know information faster and work faster than us. I'm feeling rather useless." Hoshi sipped his tea, finishing it in one gulp.

"But you can help me." Smiling, I voiced. _The police and Shinsengumi are both in trouble. I need to move fast. May the fortune be on my side… _I prayed.

"Help you? How?" Hoshi chuckled as he pulled me into his arms.

"Remember about my mother?" I relaxed myself in his arms. "You said you will consider the feast."

"Hahahaha! How can I forget about it. Here, the list of my men." Hoshi took a folded paper from his sleeve and spread it on the tatami floor. "Choose whoever you want to invite."

"Thank you very much, Hoshi-han! I'm forever in debt with you." Releasing myself from his embrace, I bowed and proceeded to scan the list of names. _Egawa…Egawa… _Looking for the name, I couldn't see Egawa Jun's name in the list. It made me doubt him more and more.

"Hoshi-han, there's a friend of mine. He said he worked with local police but he seemed to have been fired due to his obsession with Izu Tayuu's case. Do you know of him?" With concealed nervousness, I asked.

"Egawa? Are you sure you are not mistaking it?" Hoshi seemed a little surprised to my question.

"Well, he used to be Izu Tayuu's customer and he's one of my customers too." I explained briefly.

"Shin-ya… I suggest you to get a priest to purify this place." Within Hoshi's eyes there was a hint of fear. Something I didn't know of was there and Hoshi knew the answer. "Indeed Egawa was one of my men. He was cheerful and energetic in work. And I knew his affection towards Izu Tayuu. However… in one of our missions, he died."

_Died? _The news came to me as a huge surprise. What about the Egawa I had been seeing?

"He died?" Frowning, I questioned.

"Ah… You're talking about Egawa Jun, right?" Hoshi confirmed. Nodding, I assured. Hoshi took another list from his sleeve and spread it on the floor. With his index finger, he traced the names and stopped at a name.

"Egawa Jun. Died on the fourth day of third month in Keio first year." Hoshi read. It brought uneasiness to me and I knew I had to confirm it. Who was the Egawa that I saw?

"He was a man of joke and as you have said, he was all about Izu. With one mention of 'Izu' and he would babble about her all day long. He had a best buddy. His friend is Yuu. When we found Egawa's body, Yuu was so shocked that he wouldn't speak with anyone. One day, Yuu decided to leave capital and return to his hometown." Hoshi smiled solemnly in reminiscence of Egawa. "Hm? …Shin-ya, are you alright?"

_Jun-han…who are you exactly? Why do you take the identity of a dead man? Why must you hide it from me? Why did you lie? Right, if I can look for the man named Yuu…_

"Shin-ya?" Hoshi called, bringing me back to reality.

"Ah, I am very sorry. I am just…surprised. I'll tell Sayaka-sama about purifying this place." Frowning, I apologized.

"You look pale. Are you sure?" Hoshi pulled me into his arms and we lied on the mattress. Caressing me gently, he whispered, "I actually wanted to love you today but I supposed you are not in the right mood for it."

"Hoshi-han…" Gazing at him, I smiled. "Thank you."

"We still have time. Let's just take a nap." Hoshi shut his eyes closed. "Don't worry, I won't eat you. Heheh." Hoshi chuckled. With his persistence, I couldn't say no. Therefore, I said yes and pretended to be asleep.

OuO/

Removing the arms which held me slowly as not to wake the owner, I freed myself from the restrain. Crawling to my desk carefully, I reached for brush and paper. Turning the brush black with ink, I wrote a message. From time to time, I threw some glances to the sleeping man, making sure he was sound asleep. When the ink was dry, I folded the paper and crawled stealthily to the door. In slow motion, I slid the door open; enough for my hand to pass through.

"Mitsuo, Reiji. Your mission." Both of the guards accepted the paper and nodded. They knew what they had to do.

After I had slid the door close, I crawled back to the mattress and placed myself back into the arms of Hoshi. Thus, the time with Hoshi was spent with a nap.

OnO/

"Shin-ya Kottai, your next guest is Juurou." Mitsuo informed.

"I understand. While I attend Juurou-han, you two get to work." Picking up the brush to re-paint my lips, I made sure it was neat.

"Why must we—" Reiji opened his mouth to question but I knew what he wanted to ask.

"—I want to make sure my customers do not go looking for other woman. Let's say… I'm a jealous woman?" Smiling at Reiji, he seemed confused but he didn't show any dislike to my answer. "Is there any problem, Reiji?"

"No, but don't you think mine is too heavy? To tail Saitou Hajime… Will my life be in danger?" Reiji questioned, arcing an eyebrow.

"If he found out, just tell him that you are personal guard of mine and that you are there to pass a message. About the message… just tell him that I want to see him. I'm sure he won't do anything to you." I assured him.

"We understand. Now let us be on our way, Reiji." Mitsuo excused them and shut the door. Their footsteps were getting farther. Once theirs disappeared, it was all silent. Soon enough, someone's footsteps were audible. Knowing who it was, I slid open the door and caught him by surprise.

"You surprised me!" Juurou reflexively took two steps backwards. He rubbed his chest as he stared at me with devouringly big eyes. Seeing how funny his face was, I couldn't help but to giggle.

"You look well, Shin-ya. Is the sleeping medicine working well?" Juurou entered my room, slightly bowing. He lowered his waist and sat politely in front of me.

I shut the door and placed myself sitting in front of him. Pouring the tea into a cup, I passed it to him. "Yes, I have been getting good sleep without getting distracted by little sounds. Thank you."

"No problem. I'm glad you have been sleeping well." Juurou smiled gently. "You see… My wife has been good with me. I don't know what makes her care about me but I suppose it's a good thing."

"Is it alright if I know what you two have been talking about?" Truthfully from my heart, I hoped for the best for them. A marriage was such a great thing and it would be such a shame if it was ruined.

"Well… we only talk about food, seasons, festivals and my job." Juurou smiled sheepishly as he scratched the back of his head. "But she has been smiling a lot."

"Are you sure you don't know the reason?" I prodded.

"N-no…" Juurou chuckled.

"I am sorry to ask but…when did you two…slept?" With my eyes transfixed on his, he found himself in awkward situation. He took the cup of tea and gulped it. With little giggle, he answered, "J-just…last night…" His cheeks flared red in embarrassment.

"That's good. Then why are you here today? To boast about it?" I teased, nudging his arm with my elbow. _Let's say we hope for a surprise from his wife in months' time._

"A-actually…yes. Speaking to you makes me feel as if I understand my wife somehow… Hahaha…" Juurou chuckled. He gestured for more tea and I poured him his second cup. "Have you heard of the news? Two oiran who were redeemed a few days ago were found dead."

"Two oiran?"

"Yes. I heard they just became full-fledged oiran and they were redeemed two days after. People have been saying it's the work of the Priestess of Great Serpent. They say that the priestess is jealous of their love."

"Jelou—" An appalling scream shook the whole Shimabara Pleasure Quarters. Caught by surprise, Juurou and I glanced at each other before we rushed to the source. Running with fear in our chests, we kept our composure calm. Climbing down the stairs and reached the hallway. There was a crowd and within the circle of crowd, we saw Asagi was struggling to free herself from a man's grip as she screamed frighteningly.

"Kottai! Don't go any further!" A maid pulled me by my arm, halting me. I didn't know the reason why I should be stopped. When I scanned the actor and actress properly, I understood why. The man had a sword in hand and he was swinging it to keep people at distance.

"No one is to come closer!"

"L-let me go!" Asagi shouted.

"You will come with me, Asagi! Don't you understand how much I love you?" That man pointed the blade at Asagi as he spoke of love. "I am poor but I can prove you that I will make you happy!"

"N-No! Sayaka-sama!" Asagi struggled free and ran towards Sayaka who was steps behind her. With her back facing the blade, I knew it was dangerous. With one swing, Asagi would die for sure.

_Not good._

"Kottai!" The oiran called.

My adrenaline rushed within my blood, pushing me to sprint. My eyes were transfixed at the blade as I dashed forward and pushed Asagi behind. With stretched arms, I covered her. Forcefully pushing Asagi further behind, I took steps backwards. Faced with the blood-thirsty blade, I braced myself for the upcoming damage. Everything seemed to move in slow motion. Slowly but surely the blade came to hunt for my blood. My breathing became heavy and loudly audible to my ears. Shutting my eyes shut as the blade swung towards my chest, I felt my blood gush out of my flesh, coloring the murderer in red. The pain pierced through me, tormenting me.

"Shin-ya!" Sayaka screamed in horror as she pushed Asagi away and held me by my shoulders. She shivered greatly as she cried. "Shin-ya!" She called.

"I'm fine." Breathing heavily, I looked at Sayaka whose face turned bloodless. She seemed about to pass out. I turned my eyes to the entrance. Seeing silhouettes of Mitsuo and Reiji coming from the entrance, I knew they had accomplished their missions. My mission was successfully achieved as well. _With this I can have all inhabitants of Shimabara as my subordinates. Put an end to the hate and let them favor me. My next mission is…to track Akira and men of Chosu clan…_

"Quick! Call a physician! Hurry!" Juurou approached and pressed my wound with a cloth. "Shin-ya! Are you alright?"

"All that comes out of your mouth are beautiful words. Do not speak of 'love' so lightly when what you are trying to do is to kill your beloved Asagi." Liquid of red filled my mouth and trailed down from the corner of my lips.

"I-It was an accident! It was her fault! It's your fault!" The man became hysteric as he swung his sword around. It was blurry due to the dizziness in my head but I knew Mitsuo and Reiji captured him swiftly. It was all good until my eyes caught another silhouette behind the distressed man, Mitsuo and Reiji. A glance was sufficient to identify him.

_…__Saitou-han_

"Come on." Juurou and one of the guards who I recognized as Zaku carried me into an empty room. They placed me on a mattress. As my strength faded away into nothingness I felt my consciousness gradually seep away as well. Then everything faded into darkness, putting me into deep sleep.

_…__Could Akira be a member of Chosu clan?_

The incident was said to have spread like delicious mochi in New Year celebration. It was said that even the Emperor had heard of it.

OmO/

Upon what had happened, Sayaka put me to rest until I was completely recovered; sending me back to Wachigaya the next day. Saying that I could serve tea or sake to customer was out of question. What I said fell into deaf ears. Sayaka regarded me highly and she wouldn't want any scar on me. Nevertheless, a scar was going to stay on me. Even though by the ideal that woman with scar was not worth it, customers who came for me kept increasing as days passed by.

Still, I managed to convince the owner of Wachigaya and had myself sent with a palanquin to Sumiya. Sayaka put me in my room immediately without a word about serving customers.

"Kottai, is it alright to enter?" Mitsuo's voice came from the door.

"Yes." Resting on my mattress, I turned my head to the door and saw Mitsuo with his partner entered. They sat next to me, bowing. From the moment Reiji stepped into my room, he seemed to stare at me with huge curiosity. Even when bowing, his eyes were on me.

"Reiji, Do you have something to report?" I questioned.

"Y-yes!" Reiji seemed a bit surprised when I called him. For an instant his cheeks seemed rather pink. However, the color disappeared immediately. "That day, I went to stalk Saitou Hajime and indeed he found out about me. I told him that you wanted to meet him and he kept his sword. In his hand was a scrap of paper with numbers."

_Numbers? Izu's puzzle?_ There was a possibility that he was solving it because he thought Izu might have left a message for me about the murderer and he wanted to make sure it didn't contain his name. It hurt me to think so but it was just a possibility. _I shouldn't have taken Izu's puzzle so lightly._

"Good. What about you Mitsuo?" Turning my gaze to Mitsuo, he looked rather frustrated.

"Egawa was visiting different stores, looking for job." Mitsuo explained.

"Is that so? Then why do you look so frustrated?" I asked.

"T-that…" He seemed reluctant to tell. Eyeing him for the answer, he found himself unable to escape. He gulped before he spoke, "I… feel bad. I'm a personal guard and yet, you are hurt again. If only I had rushed my way back, I would have been able to stop that man."

"…did Sayaka-sama reprimand you for your absence?"

"T-there's no such thing—" He stuttered.

"You can't lie to me." I interrupted.

"I… yes, Sayaka-sama did reprimand us for our absence." Mitsuo sighed heavily, biting his lower lip. "She also tried to slap me but Reiji took the blow instead."

"…I see. I'm sorry for the burden." Smiling apologetically, I propped myself up to sit. My action surprised those two guards. They offered to help but I refused. Enduring a little pain, I sat straight. Reaching a hand out to caress Reiji's cheek, I smiled. "Thank you for protecting Mitsuo."

"N-no… I find no fault in Mitsuo and I disagree with Sayaka-sama's action. So…" blushing slightly, Reiji cast his eyes downward.

"I see. Have you thanked Reiji, Mitsuo?"

"Yes." Mitsuo nodded. "Ah, Tayuu. The man who went outrage was sent to the local police."

"I see. Has his identity been found?" Recalling how Chosu men sneaked into Kyoto, I asked.

"His name is Yoshimura Hideo. He is a merchant who recently lost his wealth due to some robbery." Mitsuo explained.

"Which clan is he from?"

"Why does clan have to do with him?" Reiji questioned. He had to control his curiosity. Still, I was certain I wouldn't be able to hide much for long. After a moment of pondering, I finally decided to tell them what I was planning.

"I want to capture men of Chosu. Shortly, I want to make sure the Shogunate stays. The shogun, Tokugawa Yoshinobu is on move. To at least stall time for the Shogunate, this is the least we can do." I explained.

"…but there's no need for a Tayuu to do so." Reiji protested.

"I understand. If I pry too much into the matter, there's a chance that Sumiya—Shimabara will be in danger. That's why we will only support." Looking into Reiji's eyes, I tried to convince him of my intention. Only about so far I would tell.

"Support? How?"

"Reiji, stop prying." Mitsuo said, trying to stop Reiji from asking.

"I want to know exactly what I am doing for!" Reiji persisted.

"Tayuu—" Mitsuo voiced.

"It's fine, Mitsuo. You also want to know right?" At that moment, a creaking sound came from outside. "Who is it?!" With hint of worry, I asked. Mitsuo and Reiji immediately slid the door open and revealed the merchant, Juurou.

"Juurou-han? What are you doing here?" Forcing a smile, I asked.

"Ah… I apologize… I'm here to see how you are doing and…I promise I won't say a word! I didn't hear anything!" Juurou waved his hands in front of him, denying desperately. There was a nervous smile hanging on his lips. It would be a shame to lose one of my sources of information, it would be better to recruit him to my side.

"Juurou-han… Will you help me?" Reaching a hand towards him, I offered him a chance.

"W-what if I chose not to be involved?" Juurou cast his eyes downwards. His hands trembled slightly. "W-what about my wife?" He asked.

"I can't let you choose peace. You only need to sell your medicine to me. I'm helping you, Juurou-han." Speaking softly, I convinced him.

"Sell my medicine?" Juurou seemed clueless.

"Yes. Sleeping medicine. We are only going to put them to sleep and send a message to the local police or even the Shinsengumi to ambush them." Retracting my hand back and placed it on my lap, I smiled again. "Juurou-han, which side are you? pro-shogunate or anti-shogunate?"

"Pro-shogunate of course!" Juurou replied immediately. It was almost as if a reflex to protect him.

"You should know that if there's any betrayal going on, I will have to end your life." Glancing at Mitsuo and Reiji, they nodded in agreement. Returning my eyes to Juurou, he seemed to have calmed down.

"I understand." Juurou placed himself sitting beside me.

"Mitsuo and Reiji, you two are dismissed." I said. "A customer came worrying about me. I can't just leave him right?" Entertaining Juurou with talks as usual, we spent our time together. There was a tension between us but it disappeared soon. We talked about his wife, his work and about the country. We didn't take notice of the time that it was time to part. Even though we only spent our time chatting, it was fun.

At the end of the day, Reiji came apologizing for his impoliteness for prying too much. He also said he was glad that he was going to help the country. Not forgetting to tell me which clan Asagi's customer was, he managed to tell me before exiting my room.

_Not from Chosu…_

OuO/

It took me a week to be fully recovered. After all, the cut wasn't deep. The scar was there but it was nothing but a mere clean line, stretching diagonally from the left of my neck to my chest. Sayaka insisted that I stayed in bed until the scar disappeared completely but I doubted the scar would so I insisted to serve customer instead. Sayaka seemed very reluctant but she ended up letting me do what I wanted, considering the rise of demand from the customers.

Before the House was open, Fubuki came for a visit to Wachigaya. She had come thrice during my recovery days. She was very concerned but she sighed in relief to see that I was healing quickly.

"Are you sure you want to work?" Fubuki asked.

"Yes." I replied as I moved the brush to paint my face white.

"But the scar—"

"I don't think a scar is a problem. As long as I am alive, I am a Tayuu and I will do what I have to do." Putting down the brush and took another brush to paint my lips red, I glanced at Fubuki and smiled before painting.

"Shin-ya Kottai, are you in there?" A voice came from behind the door. It was Asagi with respectful tone. Yes, she was from Wachigaya as well although we rarely met. Asagi slid open the door and entered. She placed herself sitting with a deep bow and delivered a package of letters.

"What is it?" I asked as I finished with my makeup.

"Letters from Sumiya. They were all from the customers." Asagi spoke but she didn't dare to face me. She didn't budge from her bow. What she did was obviously an endless gratitude to someone who had saved her life.

"Thank you. You may leave." Excusing her, I took the package of letters. Asagi slowly tilted her head and exited my room.

"Admirers?" Fubuki teased, nudging me by my arm. What she said tickled me to grin shyly.

Among the letters, there was a letter which was conspicuous. It was not because the letter was fancy or exquisite—but it was mundane. Other letters were wrapped neatly and formal while that one letter was crumpled almost to the point of being called 'junk'. Yet, that was the only letter I would like to read. Separating it from the other letters, I unfolded it and read it mentally.

_'__It's getting fun…' what does it mean? Does the culprit know what I am doing? Which means…the culprit is watching me closely? Someone who is close to me… I doubt it's Mitsuo or Reiji. Saitou-han…Jun-han or Akira… _

"Hey, Shin-ya, have you heard the news about Shinsengumi being involved with the serial killer case?" Fubuki brought up a matter I had never heard of. It piqued my interest immediately.

"Shinsengumi?"

"Lately, victims' limbs have been showing up at the entrance of Shinsengumi. As always, on the flesh is written with a message. It says, 'let's play a game'. It's so creepy! Maybe Shinsengumi actually has something to do with the case?"

"Is that so?" From the news, I knew one thing. _The culprit is challenging Shinsengumi. That makes it clear that people in Shinsengumi is not the murderer unless there's a betrayal going on. Which means… Saitou-han is innocent? On what purpose did the culprit challenge Shinsengumi? _

"Yes! And have you heard the rumor that Chosu clan and Satsuma Clan have made an alliance? I wonder if they will be alright. After all Chosu Clan has been banished from Kyoto and they are against the cold blooded Shinsengumi…" Fubuki heaved a sigh. "What is becoming this land? When will war actually end?"

"I have no idea but I'm sure the shogunate will do something." Folding the letter and concealed it among the letters, I placed it on my desk.

"I suppose we can only pray." Fubuki sighed again as she rose from her seat. "I need to get ready too. See you later, Shin-ya!" She excused herself. That moment she slid open the door, Asagi who stood before the door jolted in surprise. Asagi apologized as she bowed at Fubuki before Fubuki walked away.

"What is it again?" Asking as I looked at Asagi suspiciously.

"Another letter." Asagi bowed deeply as she passed the letter to me.

"Thank you." Gratifying as I took the letter in hand and scanned it, I found it was the same paper used as the paper from the culprit. Unfolding the paper, I found the content discomforting. _The same message Shinsengumi received… 'Let's play a game'. Who is so daring as to challenge Shinsengumi? Around Chosu Clan level, I assume despite not having any proofs._

"What letter is it, Shin-ya Kottai?" Asagi prodded.

"Usual admirer's letter, Asagi." I replied nonchalantly. There was no need to tell her what it really was.

"What does it say?" However, Asagi kept prying. "Is it from Saitou-han?" Her eyes began to glimmer with interest. She leaned closer, trying to look into the letter so I folded the paper and kept it in my sleeve.

"No it's not from Saitou-han." Responding to her question bluntly, I stood up and was about to leave my room when Asagi opened her mouth and indirectly declared a war to me.

"Ah, Shin-ya Kottai. I…want to thank you. Thank you for saving me back then. I am very sorry to say this but Hana and yuuri have been bad-mouthing about you. I tried to stop them but they wouldn't stop." Asagi's eyes were tearful as she looked at me like a lost puppy. She bowed deeply. "I apologize on their behalf."

_How thick can this girl's face be? _I wondered. It didn't actually mind it but Asagi kept coming at me, throwing a message to wage war.

"Oh, a few days ago when you were resting, Saitou-han came to look for you. Since you were still recovering, Sayaka-sama asked me to serve him instead." Asagi smiled brightly.

"Is that so? Thank you for accompanying him in my stead." I marched to my drawer and took a hair ornament with camellia flower decoration. Approaching Asagi, I passed it to her. "Camellia grows in winter. Strong and beautiful but it knows _shame_." I smiled.

"Thank you very much!" Asagi took the hair ornament and bowed. She stood up and exited cheerfully; running off to somewhere.

Exiting the room, I was ready to be sent to Sumiya along with both of my kamuro. Once the palanquin reached Sumiya's entrance, I walked my way to the hall to serve my customers. Mitsuo and Reiji were already waiting. They initially followed from behind. There was a tension between each of us but it was the kind of tension which caused us to feel discomfort. Eventually, Reiji opened his mouth to question me.

"If you had a scar, wouldn't it decrease your value? You might even lose your status as Tayuu." Reiji said. "Why did you cover for Asagi?"

"Which is more important, status or life?" I asked him back.

"A life." He said.

"Correct."

"But what about your life?!" Reiji's voice grew louder. Frown surfaced and concern as well was plastered on his face.

"Are you worried about me?" Chuckling as I asked, I hadn't expected the upcoming answer from Reiji.

"Yes! So what?! At first I was just curious but I fell for you when I saw how you protected Asagi with your life which has more worth than hers! Why must you endanger yourself to protect someone who has only been spreading rumors about you just to get your protection?!" Reiji snapped and Mitsuo choked on his saliva.

"Oh my…" Blinking in surprise, I found myself almost wordless. "I see… Hey, Reiji. Will you do me a favor?" Mitsuo was coughing and it would be awkward if I didn't say a word so instead of responding to what Reiji had stated, I thought it would be better to ask a favor.

"I'll do anything." Reiji stared and Mitsuo wouldn't stop coughing.

"I want you to watch over Asagi." I patted Mitsuo's back gently as I spoke. "And Mitsuo, I want you to watch over Hana and Yuuri. Report any suspicious movements to me later after I have done with my customers in the hall."

"Understood." They said in unison.

OvO/

It took hours for the celebration to end. Men cheered for me when I entered and praises were spoken. Playing instrument, singing and dancing were done smoothly without any trouble. After the feast, men spent their time drinking. As the result, they were drunk when they walked their way out of the hall. It was midnight when it ended.

Walking my way out of the hall I saw Sayaka. Hence, I approached her asking if it was true that she asked Asagi to serve Saitou. Indeed it was the case. It was alright. What was not alright was because Saitou was a member of Shinsengumi. Now that Shinsengumi was challenged into the serial murder case, being near Saitou would obviously be dangerous.

"Kottai! There you are!" Reiji ran to me, making me wonder what was going on.

"Good work. What's the matter?" I smiled.

"Saitou Hajime is here." Reiji reported. "Asagi kept him busy with sake. He seems to have drunk eight bottles. He is asleep now."

"I understand. You may take a rest." While keeping my smile, I walked away. As I got farther away from Reiji, my smile disappeared. Reaching my room, I saw two kamuro welcoming my return with deep bow.

"Kumo, call Asagi to visit me. After that you two have to ask for work from Sayaka-sama." I ordered as I placed myself sitting on my mattress. Kumo and Rin bowed and made a bee line.

It was a long wait. Asagi didn't appear for a few hours. Oddly, I didn't feel exhausted at all not even sleepy. My eyes were wide awake as I waited. Sipping tea and writing poem managed to shoo my boredom. Running footsteps were heard when I just finished my seventh poem.

"Shin-ya Kottai! Shin-ya Kottai!" It was Asagi. She ran towards my room and barged in. She embraced me abruptly as she sobbed. It caused me to jolt in surprise. Patting his back, I asked her what had happened.

"Yuuri…Hana…they purposely made me fall when I was on my way here! They dragged me in an empty room and scolded me off." Asagi sniffed. Did she know that her lies were very obvious as a skunk among foxes? Pushing her away, I stood straight as I stared at her.

"S-Shin-ya Kottai…?" In tears, she showed an innocent face.

"Can't you make better lies?" I asked. "After all, Yuuri and Hana are your friends, aren't they?"

"Lies? What lies?" She blinked her eyes in confusion but I was not to be fooled.

"Aren't you the one who is black hearted? You seek your own protection by telling lies about your friends. Or should I say former partners in crime?" She tried to declare a war with me and I had tried not to be bothered but she didn't seem pleasant if I didn't accept her declaration. Crouching beside her, I took hold of her jaw strongly.

"It's not like that…it's not like that!" She denied desperately; fear in her eyes.

"What is it like then?" It angered me that she decided to abandon her comrades and came to me with such trick; spreading rumors that her friends were bad to her as if she was the only one who was kind and came to me so that I favored her more than anyone else. _She's trying to secure her position as the next Tayuu._

"Say, do you want to be a Tayuu?" I asked, smiling. She looked at me with reluctantly with her lips trembling. Moving my thumb over her trembling lips, I smeared her lip paint. "Answer me." I prodded.

"Y-yes…" Asagi replied.

"By taking my customer? By making Saitou-han drunk?" Leering at her, I sought for honesty. It displeased me that she was trying to take Saitou away. Jealousy engulfed my heart, turning it black.

"…S-so what?!" Asagi encouraged herself to argue. "I…I am with his child!" She said. It disappointed me that her lies were so quaint.

"Do not take my kindness for granted. I can crush you." Releasing my hand from her jaw, I patted her jaw tenderly. "You are good looking but are you a piece of art?" With that, Asagi ran out of my room in dread; tripping once in a while before she grasped her balance and ran properly.

_It's better for the girls to stay away from men of Shinsengumi. Being close with Shinsengumi will expose them to direct harm from men of Chosu while we have to get close to men of Chosu._

OmO/

"Kottai! Please wake up! Kottai!" Voice of Mitsuo rang from outside of the door, rousing me from my after-bath nap. Inhabitants of Shimabara were still busy cleaning up things after the business of the day ended. It made me wonder what was happening. Getting up from my mattress, I set my blanket neatly before going to the door.

"What is wrong?" Rubbing my eyes, I asked.

"Egawa Jun is here." It surprised me that Egawa would appear at such timing. Was fortune at my side? I didn't know on what purpose did he come to visit but I knew it was a chance to find out about his identity.

The door was slid open and Egawa bowed in haste. He looked pale and breathless. He seemed to have run here in panic. He attempted to calm himself down before saying anything.

"I… Izu's…" Looking frightened, Egawa tried to explain. "Izu's anklet has been found!"

"Where did you find it?" I questioned.

"At Higashi Honganji, among the bushes." Egawa replied.

"That's a weird… Anyway, what's with the rush, Jun-han?" It felt odd for me to call him 'Jun-han' because I knew he wasn't Jun. The query kept spinning within my mind but it was not the moment to ask.

"I thought… someone might have died again just like before!" Egawa voiced. It made me realize that it was an emergency. Quickly, I reached for my outer clothes and covered myself with it before marching out of my room.

"Hide every kamuro and oiran in their rooms. Do not let them out until it's confirmed that there's no one dead. Mitsuo, inform Sayaka-sama and take care of her." With anxiety, I watched them part their ways. Being nervous and afraid wouldn't help so I encouraged myself to wait for news. That moment, a man walked towards me—the man I loved and doubted.

"What is happening?" Saitou who had awakened came to ask.

"How was your sleep, Saitou-han? It would be pleasant if Asagi served you well." I smiled, trying to change the topic

"What is happening? Why is Egawa here?" However, Saitou didn't respond to my queries. He gave queries to me instead.

"Nothing is happening. Egawa is here to make sure everything is alright." I tried to convince him, looking at his eyes. _Why does my heart waver at the sight of this man? I know I can't trust anyone other than Mitsuo and Reiji but this man… he always seems to know something and my heart yearns for him._

"You have changed." Saitou uttered. It made me smile, wondering how deep did he look into me and how deep his interest in me was.

"I wonder…" Chuckling at his statement, I found myself hopeless in front of him. Without any warning or sign, Saitou leaned in and placed a chaste kiss on my lips. To such simple thing, I was caught off guard. My eyes stared at him in surprise. The unusual tender kiss astonished me, planting guilt in my heart for doubting him. It also made me realize how much I had missed his touch.

"Without makeup, you look like a normal house-wife." I had no idea what he meant by what he had said. Was it a compliment? Was it a wish? Nevertheless, _'we shall never allow ourselves to drift away. Intoxicated in the world of shallow dreams'__**[2]**_. A high pitched ear piercing cry rang all the way from lower stairs, hauling everyone into horror. Recognizing the voice, I hastened my steps and went downstairs. Naturally, Saitou followed from behind. Reaching the hallway downstairs, Asagi came running out of her room which was at the end of the hallway. Screaming as she cried, she trembled uncontrollably.

_The hem of her clothes is on fire! The candle must have fallen on it when she struggled. _Removing my outer clothes, I used it to put out the fire at the hem. Once the fire was put out, Asagi fell on her knees, embracing my legs. Her teeth chattered and her eyes were not in focus. Scratches on her pretty face, ruining it.

"Who did this to you, Asagi?"

"No…no…I don't know! I don't know!" Asagi cried. Grabbing her shoulders strongly, I forced her to face me.

"Asagi! Calm down!" I said. She was still trembling but she seemed to get her focus back.

"Have you seen Jun-han?" It would probably be vain to ask but I tried my luck. Luckily, Asagi pointed to her room. Immediately, Saitou rushed towards the room. Nearing the door, a man dressed in black sprinted out of the room.

"Catch him!" Egawa ran out of the room with a hand on his left arm. Blood flowed down his arm, adorning the wooden floor in red. Swiftly, Saitou knocked him down without unsheathing his sword. He hit the knee with the sheath of his sword and slid a leg over to make him fall. Saitou took hold of his wrists, pinning him on the floor.

At the sight of the man in black, Asagi continued to cry in fear. _She must be evacuated. _"Come on. You will sleep with me tonight." Propping her up, I supported her to stand. "Saitou-han, I'll leave the suspicious man to you. Jun-han, come along. We need to have your wound treated."

"I understand." Egawa followed upstairs.

OnO/

On our way to my room, Fubuki came out of her room which was just beside my room. She asked what had happened and I told her that I would tell her some other time. Thinking that it was better for Asagi to be with Fubuki for the time being, I requested. Fubuki understood and supported Asagi into her room. It would definitely take quite a while for Asagi to stop crying and calm down. It was all a process. Poor girl must have been traumatized by that man in black.

After passing Asagi to Fubuki, Reiji and Mitsuo returned. They seemed breathless and certainly they were worried about me. Immediately, I asked them to get a pail of water, a clean cloth, a bottle of sake and bandage.

"Show me your arm." I said and Egawa reached out his injured arm at me. Gently handling his arm, I cleaned his wound with a wet cloth. Wincing in pain once in a while, Egawa endured the pain. After that, I squeezed the cloth dry and wet it with sake. Slowly and as gentle as possible, I patted the cloth on the wound making Egawa groaned in pain.

"Alcohol is antiseptic. Bear with it." I said. _Jun-han is injured… was that the culprit? On what purpose did he come to harm Asagi? Assuming that the culprit might be a man of Chosu clan, perhaps it was because Asagi has been close to Saitou-han. _Pondering as I bandaged Egawa's wound, something caught my attention and it was no other than the wound.

_Jun-han's left arm is injured but the wound is at inner forearm not outer forearm. If Jun-han was assaulted, it should be the outer forearm which is injured… _Unable to stop questioning myself, the doubts against Egawa doubled up.

"Why are you so rash? What if you died?" I asked. The moment was just right to ask him. My thirst to know urged me to be quick but I held it back for I knew that haste was just a waste.

"That's good. Perhaps I will meet my friend Yuu beside the Sanzu River[3]. Ah, surely you don't know about Yuu. He died last year, the fourth day of third month. We were on mission and when it ended, Yuu was nowhere to be seen. After a search, he was found dead beside Kamo River." Egawa's eyes welled up with tears instantly in reminiscence of Yuu, his best friend. He rubbed his eyes with the other hand.

_Yuu is dead? But Hoshi-han said it's Jun who died. Who is telling lie? Which of you are telling lie? _Pulling the tray with teapot and cups closer, I poured the tea into the cups and served one to Egawa. "I am sorry to hear that…but you mustn't speak of death so lightly. After all, life is a blessing from God."

"You're right." Smiling solemnly, Egawa took the cup.

"I apologize the tea has chilled." Bowing, I apologized.

"No. it's alright." Egawa smiled, drinking the tea in one gulp.

"Jun-han…" Sitting straight, I braced myself to speak. "No…you are not Jun-han. You are an impostor. Egawa Jun is dead while Yuu…has returned to his hometown."

"You must have heard it from Mikami Hoshi." Egawa smiled. "But it's not true. Hoshi-san is lying to you." His smile disappeared as he gazed into my eyes. Leaning close, he caressed my cheek.

"Who are you?"

"I am just a man who has fallen for you." Egawa smiled solemnly. A trail of crimson liquid flowed down his lips. He began to cough heavily with a hand over his mouth. Moving away from me, he coughed continuously as the blood seeped through his fingers and painted the tatami floor in ruby color before he fell over it.

"…Jun-han?" I called but there was no response. My eyes turned to the teapot immediately, knowing it must have been poisoned. _Damn it. _"Reiji! Mitsuo! Hurry!" Guards entered as soon as I summoned them.

"Hurry! Take him to the physician!" Sending them off, I cursed my luck. Thus, the chance slipped away from my hands. Who Egawa Jun was, I didn't know. Yet.

Soon after that incident, I was sent back to Wachigaya along with two of my kamuro and two of my guards.

* * *

><p>[1] How women in the past referred to their period.<p>

[2] The fourth verse of Iroha Uta. Iroha Uta is a Japanese poem, probably written in the Heian era (AD 794-1179).

[3] A Japanese Budhist tradition and religious belief. It is said that the dead must cross the river to reach after life.


	13. Author's Note 2

I did some research and i found out that Himawari was a Shinzou(apprentice who hasn't taken any private customer and hence still a virgin.)

and also about how a Tayuu was called. A Tayuu was actually called 'Kottai' a shortened nick from 'Kochi no Tayuu' (This Tayuu here)

Also, Shimabara was a region. Himawari/Shinya was sold to Wachigaya(one of the okiya in which pleasure women lived) and worked in Sumiya(one of the ageya in which pleasure women were called and worked.). In several cases if the customer stayed overnight, the oiran also stayed overnight in Ageya.

i hope my explanation is not complicated. I am very sorry for the inconvenience due to my lack of knowledge.

The hierarchy goes from Kamuro(around age 6-8), Shinzou(when sexually mature but still hasn't taken first customer. will take first customer around 16-17), hashijorou(lowest rank of oiran.), Tenjin and Tayuu.


	14. Author's Note 3

There's a correction to Izu's codes in chapter 6.

for those who want to try solve it, please check the update!

chapter 12 is being processed. i am sorry for the long wait.


	15. Chapter 12

A/N: i made a mistake about Emperor Komei's death *runs* so he was still alive in the story HAHA...now that i have checked the details... *coughs* upon this matter, i have fixed many parts that i forgot where i started to fix. so i just replaced all chapters starting from ch5-ch11 *cries* i am very sorry after all those notes i have put up before...

so here's a brief explanation what is happening to japan in the story. Tokugawa Yoshinobu had been chosen as the Shogun and Emperor Komei agreed not opening Japan to foreigners(in this case the Emperor is backing up the shogunate) but men of Chosu and Satsuma(plus more clans) thought of placing Emperor as the right ruler of Japan with hopes that he would be the best pawn.

I hope it's not too confusing...although i was really confused when i started writing this llorz.

P.S about the geta for Tayuu/Kottai, it's not called kamo-geta but koma-geta. lel. a typo 8'DDD *sits dogeza and bows deeply*

i've been trying hard to get the dialect oiran used but i can't really find the proper source ;_;

and i changed the codes Izu gave again- /runs miles away/ IT'S FOR CONVENIENCE-OF READERS WHO WANT TO SOLVE IT-

* * *

><p>Chapter 12<p>

Wondering what Shin-ya was actually doing, I came to an assumption that she was still struggling to look for Izu. She must have known about limbs which had been showing up at the entrance every dawn.

Soldiers in Shinsengumi were quite interested to know why they were thrown to Shinsengumi when it was not our deed. Soldiers were fired up to look for the culprit but Vice-commander, Hijikata, didn't look interested. They were limbs of prostitutes after all. What did it have to do with Shinsengumi? Certainly, civilians would blame it on us but what could they possibly do to us? Our conscience was clear and there was no need for justification.

However, those limbs interested me. It made me wonder what the culprit wanted with Shinsengumi. It was obvious that there was a correlation with the murder case which took place in Shimabara's Sumiya. For such case to happen inside and outside Shimabara, surely it wasn't just any normal case of 'jealousy'. It was something bigger.

Previously when I found out Reiji was tailing me, he told me that Shin-ya had missed me. Hence, I visited when coincidentally there was no patrolling to do. However, what was etched into my mind was the image of Shin-ya being cut. She was brought away for treatment immediately. While the mad man was brought to the police office, I found nothing to help so I decided to visit next time.

Finally, I visited after a while of work in Shinsengumi. Good mood I was in due to my pay day. However, the owner of Sumiya didn't seem happy at my sight despite being polite at the entrance. Nevertheless, I asked for Shin-ya yet I was given Asagi. Asagi was cheerful and energetic. Yet, she didn't seem to know how to entertain guests with sake. She kept pouring sake to me. Eventually, I pretended to fall asleep for Asagi to leave. Who guessed that I actually fell asleep due to the sweetness of sake on my tongue?

I woke up due to the unfamiliar tatami floor. Yearning for Shin-ya's embrace, I marched my way to her room. Half-way, I could see Egawa with a terrified face. Egawa and the guards parted their ways soon. Curious, I approached Shin-ya who looked… like a wife to a household.

A glance was sufficient to see how much Shin-ya had changed. Still, she was beautiful. Leaning for a kiss, I could see an instant return of Himawari. However, fortune wasn't there. A sudden scream rang and we had to rush to Asagi's room where a man dressed in black tried to escape. Injured Egawa came out of the room and shouted to capture that man. So, I did, assuming the man was the culprit.

The man I caught and brought to Shinsengumi HQ to be interrogated was an ordinary civilian who went to see Asagi that night. He was called Yoshimura Tojiki. He claimed that he had promised to redeem Asagi but that night, Asagi seemed to be afraid of him to the extent of being traumatized. It was either Asagi had a thing with black clothes or… that man was being too pushy.

When Tojiki was asked whether he was involved in the serial murder case, he said he didn't know about it. He claimed to have come from Osaka. From the information he gave, he worked as rice seller and he had a seven months pregnant wife back in Osaka. He explained that he had relatives in Kyoto which was why he decided to wear black to visit Asagi.

When Tojiki was asked why he injured Egawa, he said it was an accident. He didn't mean to hurt anyone but when Egawa came to check, Asagi clung onto Egawa and made him jealous. Due to overwhelming jealousy, he unsheathed his dagger and assaulted Egawa.

As to why he had a dagger when he wasn't from a samurai family, he said that he bought it illegally for self-defense. Tojiki was transferred to the local police for his punishment to be decided.

_Something seems off…my instinct says there's something important hidden within the codes Izu Tayuu had left. Not to mention Egawa. Why did Asagi cling onto Egawa? My instinct has never betrayed me. Saitou Hajime, commence mission. _

OuO/

"Shin-ya Kottai! Excuse us!" Voices called from outside of my room. Reiji and Mitsuo slid open the door in unison, revealing a horde of oiran on their knees. Arching an eyebrow, I wondered what they were doing. Soon, they bowed deeply at me.

"What is this all about?" I asked, shifted my sitting position to face them.

"We… we want to apologize for being cold to you all the time! We actually know that what you have been through is not your fault… You even sacrificed yourself to protect Asagi and Sayaka-sama." One of them spoke. If I hadn't remembered wrongly, she was Kumiko.

"I understand. You may return to your rooms." I said as I shifted to face the mirror again. That moment, a sound of stomping feet could be heard. It was getting louder as it came closer. Upon the sight of Sayaka, those girls made a way for her to show herself in front of me. Behind her were two guards who I didn't know personally.

"Tie her up!" Sayaka ordered, sucking her tobacco stick. Two guards seemed reluctant however they still did as told.

"Sayaka…sama?" Being tied by both the guards, I knew what was coming. There was no use fighting back. "Sayaka-sama, my conscience is clear."

"A thief will not claim himself as a thief… heard about that before, Shin-ya?" Sayaka spoke, looking at me in deep disappointment. "I thought you would be as glorifying as Izu but I was wrong."

"Sayaka-sama!" Mitsuo and Reiji voiced.

"Get down." I prevented and my personal guards immediately stepped down.

"Do as you please." I said as I winced due to the tight ropes._ Jun-han… who are you exactly? Who poisoned you? Who framed me? Please be alright._

"Sayaka-sama! Please! Shin-ya Kottai would never poison Egawa-han! She saved Asagi!" Those girls spoke up, begging and pleading to Sayaka. "Please!"

"Return to your rooms!" Sayaka shouted as she stomped out of my room. The guards pulled me along towards the place I was once judged; the willow tree.

"Sayaka-sama! It's winter now! The wind is too cold! Please! Shin-ya Kottai will die this way!" Reiji reasoned and Mitsuo voiced his agreement. It was a possibility. With the weather kept on getting colder and colder, I might just die.

"Scram! I am the master of this Sumiya and I will have all of you obey!" Sayaka shouted as she quickened her pace. The guards as well, quickened their pace. In a blink of an eye, it was the willow tree in front of me. The wind blew strongly against us, frightened us with its coldness. The snow hadn't fallen and the land was slightly damp. It reminded me of my first judgment here.

"Tie her up to the tree!" Sayaka ordered and the guards did as was told. "Fill the bucket with water and mix it with plenty of salt." Sayaka continued as she puffed the venomous smoke out of her mouth. One of the guards ran his way to get the bucket of salt water.

Sayaka stared at me in which I stared back with no harmful intention. Sayaka puffed another round of smoke before she spoke, "Why won't you learn?"

_What is to be learnt?_ I wondered.

"I will be merciful this time. No one will hurt you but you won't get any lunch today." Sayaka said. That moment, the guard returned with a bucket filled full of water. "Pour it all on her." Sayaka ordered as she walked away into the house.

_Master of Wachigaya heard of last night's incident and already had my breakfast confiscated._

"I'm sorry." The guard said as he poured the whole bucket on me. He seemed young and new. His features reminded me of Reiji; perhaps they were brothers. Flinching upon the taste of the water which touched my lips, it made me wonder how much had he mixed salt into the water. The cold water decreased my temperature and made me shiver. At the same time the saltiness absorbed water from my body and would eventually cause dehydration.

_Nothing to do until I am released… I suppose a nap is great. _Shutting my eyes, I decided to dive into my slumber. However, the nap awakened a memory I had long forgotten. It was the memory of my mother. _'Remember the spell to make people happy' …huh? What does the spell has to do with me? Mother died soon after I cast the spell…What's the spell?_

With my consciousness still within the dream, I felt myself being embraced by comforting warmth. It felt all too real to be a fake. Forcing my eyes open, the ceiling of my room was once again in sight just like my every morning. My eyes caught the image of Asagi sitting right beside me. She seemed to stare at the mirror; somehow lost.

"Asagi?" I called but there was no response. Calling her name again, she was still lost. Poor girl must have been really scared of the man. Reaching for the cup of tea not far from me, I quenched my thirst.

"She has been like this, sister." Kumo spoke as she entered my room. Rin followed from behind.

"She carried you here, sister." Rin said.

"I see…" Propping myself up to sit, I reached a hand out to caress Asagi's cheek. When my hand touched her cheek, she flinched in surprise. Her eyes turned to me and a single tear flowed down her eye.

"Sister…" Asagi called.

"Thank you for carrying me, I must have been heavy. I can't imagine how difficult for you to carry me up to my room." I thanked as I continued to caress her cheek.

"No… No sister. It wasn't difficult at all." Asagi held my hand, looking at me with guilt. Then, she seemed to realize something that she released my hand and reached into her sleeve. She took out a small package of mochi. "Sister, you haven't eaten. Take my share." She offered.

"It's your share. I can't take it."

"Please, sister! You won't last today without food!" Asagi pleaded.

"Sister! Take ours too!" Kumo and Rin kneeled as they offered up their shares.

"Oh, please don't forget about us!" Reiji and Mitsuo slid open the door and offered theirs too.

"Everyone, this is my punishment. Only I have to take it." I reasoned.

"Here, from the girls." Reiji approached me and placed packages of new-year mochi on the floor. Sighing in defeat, I smiled and thanked them. Unwrapped a package, I fed myself a mochi and felt the sweetness spread within my mouth. At the same time a familiar warmth was also spread on my chest.

"Is the house opening anytime soon?" I asked.

"In approximately two hours." Mitsuo replied.

"Would you gather all the girls in the bathroom without Sayaka-sama's notice?" I ate another mochi and I was all set to move.

"Yes." They replied in unison.

"Sister, I will help fixing your makeup." Asagi offered.

"No, you will help gathering all the sisters together. I can fix my makeup on my own. You don't have to worry." I refused.

"I understand." Asagi said.

OmO/

Walking my way to the bathroom, I saw Reiji and Mitsuo walked towards me. They reported that all the girls were present in the bathroom. I nodded and marched my way into the bathroom while Reiji and Mitsuo guarded the bathroom outside.

"Sister! Are you alright?"

"Sayaka-sama was overdoing it!"

"Are you sure you are okay to work today?" Concerns were given and questions were given as well.

"Sisters." I began and a silence wrapped them all, focusing them to me. "I have a dream. Will you help me reach it?"

"Of course!" They agreed.

"My dream is not easy to be achieved due to my status as an oiran. Do you know what my dream is?" I smiled gently at them, urging them to guess.

"To be free?" One of them asked.

"No, why would I leave you?" I chuckled. "Guess again."

"We don't know." They said. It was obvious as being free would be oiran's ultimate dream and destination. There was nothing greater than to be a free woman and to be a wife to a man.

"My dream is to serve this country." I said. "As we all know that men of Chosu have been sneaking into this capital of Kyoto to set it on flames. And there's a rumor that Satsuma Clan has signed an alliance with Chosu Clan. However, if things were to go their way… If the emperor were to rise to the sovereignty of this Land of Sun, what would happen to us? Dear sisters, tell me if we have been peaceful with the current shogunate? Misfortune may befall me but has it fallen to you? No one knows what is to become of us if the young emperor rose to his throne."

"Shin-ya Kottai…"

"The line of the emperor hasn't ruled this land for centuries. Do you think he has the capability to lead? It is only correct to think that there will be someone behind the emperor, controlling the whole thing." I continued. _Asagi, Hana, Yuuri…Fubuki? Fubuki isn't here?_

"But what can we do? We can't get out of here!" One of them spoke.

"We can capture the men of Chosu." I responded. "We can tempt them to tell us who they really are and lure them to stay overnight. While they sleep, write their names on paper and have it sent to me. The rest, I will do it."

"But what if we can't tempt them to stay overnight?" Kumiko asked.

"Put sleeping powder into their sake. Only half of it." I said. "Only _half_ of it." Emphasizing the amount, certainly they would understand that it was risky. I believed they wouldn't add more than half.

The girls became silent, uncertain whether they would commit the crime along with me. Nevertheless, they agreed before even listening to me before-hand. They reaped what they sowed.

"I hope for your cooperation, sisters." Lowering my head, I bowed at them.

"…We understand." They said.

OuO/

"Gather the guards." I told Reiji and Mitsuo. They replied saying that the guards were at the yard. Immediately we went towards the yard. My appearance caught their attention, making them wonder what a Tayuu had to do with guards when she had her own personal guards. There, I made the same speech to them. I didn't expect all of them to agree but fortunately they agreed. It could be their statuses that made them agree. Being guards with no family, status, wealth or ability to support their lives, they might have thought it was a great idea to work with me. They could have hoped something from me too.

It was when I thought my business was done that one of the men came out to speak his mind. "I refuse." He said. Looking closely, I recognized him. He was Zaku.

Spinning to face him I asked, "Why?"

"I don't want to risk my life. I must accomplish something before I die." Zaku spoke, looking straight into my eyes. The look in his eyes clearly showed a resolve to accomplish the mission. It wasn't bad.

"And, what is it that you must do?"

"Revenge." Zaku said. That instant the look in his eyes changed. A lust to kill surfaced and I knew immediately that he was true to his mission; loyal and honest. "So, I won't join in your party." He said as he walked away. However, I had no intention of letting him go from my grasp.

"I can look for the man." I voiced and he stopped his track. "Tell me his name."

Turning to look at me with an uncertainty, Zaku reluctantly opened his mouth. There was a while of doubting before he actually spoke. "He… he killed my mother… causing me to live as a guard of Sumiya when I am son of a samurai… but due to my father's sudden death and my mother's status as…second wife… I am not allowed to live in honor."

"I shall bestow you the honor to accomplish your mission then." I added.

"Apparently…the murderer was paid to kill…" Zaku looked at me with a hint of hope in his orbs. "I don't know his appearance…His name is Akira."

_What a coincidence. I am looking for that man as well._ Surprised upon the coincidental fate, I couldn't help but to smile. "Very well. I shall search the man for you."

"How are you going to look for him?" Zaku urged to know.

"I have my ways." Ceasing my smile, I walked away. "There will be results."

OmO/

"Kottai, there's a customer…" Mitsuo slid open the door to my room, looking a bit hesitant.

"What is it, Mitsuo?" I urged him to speak.

"About that… He is son of a samurai but he is way too young to be visiting a place like this. He is still fifteen. His name is Kouichi Sakurajou." Reiji spoke instead of Mitsuo. There was ease on his face but there was a sort of underestimating look in his eyes. No, it was not directed to me. It was to the customer who was young.

"No matter, I'll be on my way for the three phases[1] to Tayuu." Rising from my seat, I marched my way to the hall where the young man called Kouichi was waiting. To be honest, I had no high expectations to this customer; young as he may be, impulsive he must be. It was up to my will whether or not I would accept him as one of my regulars.

Entering the hall, I stole a glance at Kouichi and I had his physical appearance etched in my mind. He had his chonmage[2] hairstyle. His eyes were focused on the floor and his hands were clenched strongly on his lap. His shoulders were tense and he was sweating. True, it must have been his first time coming.

A grin was pulling the corners of my lips but I killed the urge and remained calm. I didn't anticipate his well manners. Hence, he passed all three phases with ease—or not. When I stole a glance at third phase, our eyes met and he cast his eyes down on the floor immediately. He was shy.

Soon enough, we were transferred to my room for personal talk. When we sat across each other, Kouichi became even more nervous than before.

"What… makes you visit?" I voiced and he flinched in surprise.

"Eh? Ah…a-actually…" Kouichi forced himself to look into my eyes. His lips trembled as he spoke. Suddenly, he leaped onto me, causing me to lie on the floor. "I… I want to be a man! People of my age mocked me for not knowing a woman…so I asked my father for money to be serviced by a Tayuu! Kottai…teach me."

With his face as red as a rose, Kouichi leaned downwards and pursed his lips towards mine. Putting my index finger on his lips, I made him stop.

"Kouichi-han… let's play a game. If you win, I'll teach you." Smiling, I offered.

"Huh? A game?" Kouichi became clueless.

"Shogi[3]."

OmO/

After three rounds of absolute triumph and one round lost over Kouichi in shogi, Kouichi wouldn't budge. Shortly, a frustrated groan sounded from him. He couldn't believe that a woman such as I could play shogi with ease against him. He asked for another round but I told him that his time was almost up and he would have to come another day for another challenge.

"I…I won't admit it! I'll definitely get you to teach me! Shin-ya!" Kouichi growled.

"You are being rude." Gently tapped his cheek with my fan, I replied. "Call me with honorifics, Kouichi-han." Smiling teasingly, I retracted my hand.

"S…Shin-ya-nee[4]…" Kouichi muttered as he looked elsewhere. Pink decorated his cheeks a bit.

"Good boy." I praised, giggling at it.

"E-excuse me." Kouichi stood up and slid open the door. Apparently, he startled someone. Hana was there by the door, blinking her eyes at the sight of Kouichi. For a silent moment, they were gazing at each other. It was just an intuition but I suspected they were giving each other a raging storm and after that a rainbow with sea of flowers.

Holding back a chuckle, I spoke. "Hana, what are you doing here?"

Hana tip-toed to look at me but Kouichi was being an obstacle for Hana to converse properly with me. "Excuse me, sir." Hana bowed at him, asking for him to move out of the way. Yet, Kouichi had his eyes glued on Hana with his mouth agape. Being stared at for so long, Hana was getting embarrassed and uneasy so I approached Kouichi and gave him a nudge to return him from his fantasy.

"A-ah! I… Pardon me! W-w-well then I shall be on my way, Shin-ya-nee! Ahahaha! Today is a happy day!" Kouichi waved his hand as he walked his way out of my room with a wide grin on his face. As he walked through the hallway, he tripped on his footing and fell face first on the floor. He got up quickly and finally left for good.

"I am here to tell you that Hoshi-han is on his way here and you should be prepared." Hana informed, looking rather shy. Her cheeks were pink. It must be Kouichi-effect.

"I understand. You may return to your room." I dismissed her, smiling.

"A-ah…Kottai! May I know who that man was?" Hana asked sheepishly.

"Kouichi Sakurajou. As you can see it was his first time coming here. He is still fifteen."

"I see… Well then Kottai, I shall leave you to your preparation!" Hana excused herself, returning to her own room to serve her regulars. She left with a relieved smile and I knew there was a hint of fear within her heart as well. Asagi must have told her about what had happened when she tried to rob away one of my customers.

_Fear not. I shall grant you a chance. _Walking away from my room, I marched my way to the room which Izu used to stay in. Scanning my surroundings for any presence, I made sure there were no eyes on me. Upon the rumor of The Priestess of Great Serpent, Sayaka had the room sealed and warned inhabitants of Sumiya that no one was to enter the room, saying that the room was cursed.

Sliding the door open, I put my feet onto the tatami floor. After making sure I had the door shut behind me, I walked towards the cupboards and began searching. _It should be here._ Examining through books and letters, I found what I wanted; a book. It indicated that I was one step closer to find the culprit. Sighing in relief, I kept it in my sleeve and returned everything to the previous position. Then, I proceeded to the door. Sliding a bit to peek outside through the little gap, I made sure that there was no one outside.

Seeing that there was no one, I exited the room and returned to my room. Of course, I told myself that I had done nothing to be able to fool others just from my gestures. Successfully sitting on my room's tatami floor, my mission was accomplished; adding another mission at the same time.

It wasn't long until Hoshi appeared. He leaned close to me, tightly embracing me that his breath was on my face. I knew immediately that he was drunk. The smell was strong and he looked rather unstable.

"Shinsengumi…Again with Shinsengumi! Honor of yours should you take but not ours!" He groaned as he flailed his arm in the air. Pushing me away, he fell on the mattress. Mumbling incoherently, he seemed to fall asleep. "I… I'll definitely catch the culprit behind the serial murder case the priestess made!" He suddenly shouted, flailing his arms upwards.

"Kottai…is everything alright?" Sliding the door by an inch, Mitsuo peeked inside, asking.

"Yes. It's alright. Just let him sleep there. He must have been very pressured in his job."

"There's a significant difference between the local police and Shinsengumi, isn't it?" Mitsuo asked.

"Indeed. We can't deny Shinsengumi has better investigators." Taking the book out of my sleeve, I unfolded the cover to begin reading. The book was fairly old with doodles of children. The ink almost faded away but it was not illegible. _Izu came here at the age of five… being sold due to his father's habit in gambling. She took her first customer at the age of nine. She met me when she was ten. Then at the age of fourteen she rose up as a Tayuu. Every detail of her journey was written neatly within the book._

"Mitsuo, how long are you going to stare at me?" Glancing to Mitsuo whose cheeks turned as red as tomato, he shut the door immediately as he apologized.

There was nothing in the book. It was all full of daily occurrences; Izu's customers and about me. 'Today, Hima successfully did the walk when she's just thirteen! She dances gracefully too! Oh I am so proud of you.' was written there. The feeling of losing grew painful on my chest but there was also a soothing warmth accompanying. _I'll bring you back._ I promised.

OuO/

"Huh? …Shin-ya…was I asleep? Hoshi's eyes fluttered open, propping himself up**,** he sat as he faced me.

Putting the book on my desk, I made a small smile at him. Shifting my seat to his side, I leaned onto his shoulder. "Yes. You slept like a log." I said.

"A-ah… h-how long do I have left here?" Hoshi asked, becoming a bit flustered. He attempted to get up but I held his hand and beckoned him to return to his seat.

"Not much. So please stay here for the remaining time." Leaning my head on his shoulder again, I shut my eyes. I squeezed his hand tenderly and he pulled me onto his bosom.

"Did I cause any trouble when I was drunk?"

"You did." I chuckled.

"I-is that so…then, how can I repay you, Shin-ya?" Hoshi appeared rough and harsh with his mustache and beard but as long as he was within the walls of my chamber, he was as docile as a cat or perhaps he had gotten docile after he knew what had happened to me in the past? Either way, it was a great advantage to me.

"Kumo and Rin need new clothes and new accessories. Can you afford them? Lately Kumo has been sneezing, I want to have her checked to the physician." Of course, it was a patron's duty to fulfill my needs along with my two attendants. Sickness was a lie. Kumo and Rin were healthy and they were hard-working.

"Of course! Anything for you and your kamuro!" Hoshi laughed, planting a kiss on my forehead. Realizing the white paint had stuck on his lips, he laughed as he wiped it away with the back of his hand.

"Hoshi-han…what do you think of me taking revenge?" I asked.

"Revenge?" He asked; clueless of what I meant.

"Revenge for my previous pair of kamuro." A gust of freezing wind blew through my heart, turning it tone cold in remembrance of them.

"…Shin-ya. I'll definitely find the culprit for you. You don't have to worry about a single thing. I'll put justice in your stead." Hoshi looked at me with powerful look in which I could see resolution.

"But…I—"

"Shin-ya! Please, stay safe. It'll definitely work out! What are you thinking?! Escaping from here to look for the man? Shin-ya, you are a woman and you can't get out of here." Hoshi shook me by my shoulders, his eyes begging me to stop what was in my mind but my mind was working all the time. I was constantly pondering.

_With the conflict between Shinsengumi and local police, there's no way local police would cooperate in catching men of Chosu. They are afraid of stepping out of border. They are afraid of Shinsengumi, The Heartless Killers. He won't help but I still need him for my income._

"Hoshi-han… men who promised so…always ended up leaving. Will you leave me too?" Letting my tears flowed down to my cheeks, I gazed at Hoshi.

"Shin-ya, I won't leave your side." Hoshi gazed at me too.

"…What if I left you suddenly one day? What if I died?"

"No. You won't, silly."

"Kottai, the time is up." The door slid open and Reiji informed of the time. Thus, Hoshi departed.

After Hoshi had departed, another customer showed up with his usual sheepish smile. Bowing slightly as he entered, Juurou placed himself sitting before me as he greeted.

"Good day, Juurou-han. What brings you here?" It was all obvious to me that something must have happened between Juurou and his wife. His face was sour and he didn't do a good job covering his facial expression. The dark circles under his eyes proved that he had had bad days. "Never mind. Juurou-han…"

"Yes?"

"Here." Patting my lap and beckoning him to rest on it made him blush madly. With a gentle smile, he obeyed. Crawling close, he placed his forehead on my lap.

"Juurou-han, this way it only makes you look like you're begging. Come on, do it properly." I sighed. Hearing so, Juurou finally placed the back of his head on my lap, looking at me with pink cheeks.

"You haven't had any good sleep." I whispered as I gently rubbed his temple with my fingers.

"How do you know?" Juurou asked; confused.

"The circles under your eyes are conspicuous." I chuckled.

"I don't think so. I think you are observant." Juurou returned a chuckle.

"Juurou-han, do you bring all of the drugs you have?" Asking so, Juurou's face tensed. He nodded. Unease was clearly decorating his face. "I would like to buy some poison. Do you have them?"

"I do." Juurou got up and reached for his wooden box. "How many do you want?"

"For now, Four should be enough. How much is it?" Taking some pennies from within my sleeve, I passed it all to him. The amount I gave him would be way too much for four small packs of poison but we could count it as a sense of gratitude to cooperate.

"Thank you very much." Juurou bowed slightly.

After keeping the packs of poison in my sleeve, I beckoned him to lay his head on my lap again. He did as told despite being rather shy and nervous. "May I know what had happened between you and your wife?" I continued.

"We had a fight. It was something trivial but I can't understand why she got mad at me." Juurou sighed as he shut his eyes, succumbing into the comfort of my massage. "She said she wanted to eat some sweets but I was busy with business that I told her to buy it herself. After that, she blew up."

"Cravings?"

"I think so. It's just food. She can purchase them by herself." Juurou sighed yet again. For a reason it tickled me and made me giggle. Juurou stared at me with disbelieving eyes. "W-what is it?" He asked.

"Did she stop talking with you?"

"Y-yes. That's why I'm here now. I wonder if she hates me now"

"A woman will not hate upon such trivial matter. I think the reason why she is mad at you is because you are too focused on your work that you have turned dense towards her." Giggling, I attempted to explain but Juurou only gave me another confused look. Sighing, I spilled the beans out. "I think she is pregnant."

"P-P-P-Pregnant?!" Juurou got up that instant. His eyes large with disbelief but there was also a hope.

"It is my intuition. You better confirm it with her."

"S-Shin-ya, I'm sorry but I'll leave now! I'll send some money as apology!" With that Juurou rushed out of the room, surprising my personal guards. Not long, Juurou came back and bowed deeply at me; thanking me.

OuO/

It was after entertaining a horde of men in the hall that I could finally relax. Lifting up Izu's diary, I found myself in the presence of a guest who turned out to be Fubuki. As always, she was cheerful. She entered my room with a wide grin. Her appearance made me realize something was wrong.

"Shin-ya! I missed you!" Fubuki leaped onto me and embraced me. "The speech this morning was really amazing!"

"Thank you. Ahaha…I was surprised too." Smiling sheepishly, I covered up what I had in mind. _Fubuki was not among the girls this morning._

"Hey, Shin-ya. Care to eat some snacks with me?" Fubuki invited. "I heard of what had happened to you… Are you alright? Did they hurt you?" Fubuki began to scan me to see whether I was hurt.

"I'm fine, Fubuki." I smiled. "Snacks? Of course! It's my pleasure." Fubuki was hiding something from me. It must have been something she couldn't tell me considering that she had the need to lie that she was in the horde that morning. _Betrayal? Cahoots with men of Chosu? Or is because of delusional love?_

"Kottai!" Mitsuo slid open the door and stared at me with a tension in his eyes. He didn't speak a word. He was trying to keep himself silent. Soon, he faced the floor; indicating that it was something important that an outsider was not allowed to listen. I glanced at Reiji who was beside Mitsuo. Our eyes met and he glanced at Fubuki. It was only a flash of time and Reiji had turned his eyes towards the ground.

"Kottai, your appointment." Reiji spoke.

_They caught the bait!_ Upon the realization, I dismissed them and looked to Fubuki with a frown. "I'm sorry, Fubuki. I guess we will have to share snacks next time. I need to make sure my makeup is alright to welcome guests."

"Ah, it's no problem. I'll come again. Bye, Shin-ya!" Fubuki waved her hand as she left my room.

Once Fubuki was gone, Mitsuo passed me a scrap of paper with a list of names written neatly. _Akira hasn't appeared… _There was also detail written beside the names; drunk or asleep. Picking up my brush and wet it with ink, I wrote 'Sumiya' at the end of the note. Immediately, I returned the paper back to Mitsuo.

"Mitsuo, you have to disguise yourself as a hair-dresser and deliver this to the Shinsengumi. Make sure they don't see your face. You must tell the guards that this is a list of debt. You have to convince them that men of Shinsengumi owe you." I told Mitsuo.

"B-but what if they check inside and found out it is not a list of debt and not even the names of their men?" Mitsuo asked, looking anxious.

"Men of Shinsengumi are no fools. They will know that it is a secret letter. Even if they don't, anything that is related to finance should go to their commander or vice-commander. Surely the Demon vice-commander would not be foolish to ignore such letter from a mere hair-dresser."

"Will they even deliver a letter from a mere hair-dresser?"

"Mitsuo. It is exactly why they will and they must deliver this letter. A mere hair-dresser wouldn't dare to collect debt from the heartless killers." I explained further. "…Although it will take time for them to believe and come."

"Kottai, do you think they will believe it?" Reiji asked.

"They will." Standing up quickly, I walked my way out of my room. "Reiji, who are serving those men?"

"Hana, Yuuri, Takako and Naomi." Reiji replied bluntly. "Are we going there?"

"Yes. Mitsuo, we must part our ways here. Hurry."

"I understand." Mitsuo said before he worked on his own mission.

Sliding open the door to Hana's room, I found a man was soundly asleep. Hana looked at me with a worried look. It was due to her first time mixing anything into her guest's drink. Seeing them fall into deep sleep would be a horror to these girls as they were going to defy the principles of serving customers. There was also a fear of being found out by Sayaka.

"Good job, Hana." Caressing her cheek, I comforted her. "Hana, you must pretend to sleep with this man. Until men of Shinsengumi come. You must not show any of the signs that you have drugged this man or you have anticipated the arrival of Shinsengumi."

"Yes, Kottai." Hana replied, confidence gleamed in her eyes.

"Good. Oh, and I want you mark a man who goes by the name 'Akira', do you understand?"

"Yes." Hana nodded.

Standing up, I looked at Reiji who was on stand-by to the next location. "Let's go." I said as I strode towards Yuuri's room. I told her exactly what I had told Hana and moved quickly to Takako and Naomi. They all looked uneasy but there was a bond of trust that I felt from them.

_Shinsengumi should have started to move. I must return to my room right away. _Rushing my steps, I returned to my room. Soon enough Mitsuo came back; breathless. He had changed into his usual attire as guard.

"K-kottai…I was looking from distance after passing the letter to the guard by the entrance of Shinsengumi… T-they are coming!" Mitsuo wheezed.

_Knowing Shinsengumi… They will search throughout Sumiya. I must do something about Mitsuo. He is bad at lying and he bears the pressure. It is natural to be nervous when you have indeed done something. After all**, **if this whole thing gets leaked, the news will fly to men of Chosu in no time and Sumiya will be in danger._

"Mitsuo, come over here. Sit before me."

"W-why?" Mitsuo questioned but he did accordingly.

Reaching both hands towards him, I held his cheeks with my palms and smiled. Slightly caressing his cheeks, I spoke. "Think about me. That's all you need to do. You don't have to worry."

"Kottai…" Mitsuo muttered. With that one moment, Mitsuo returned to being himself; confident and cheerful.

OmO/

Taking Izu's diary and began reading from where I had left it previously, I saw familiar names. 'Today I had two customers who were Yuu and Egawa. They were both cute. Egawa was so shy that he dared not to look at me! While Yuu was confident and interesting' was written.

After reading through several pages with nothing conspicuous, I reached an entry which was the shortest from all I had read. _'Today I played a game with Jun-han. I left a puzzle for him while I went to check on Hima. I wrote 'catch me'. Will he be able to solve it? Thinking about it makes me mad!'_

_'Catch me'? She had never used such words to any customer before. Why was Jun-han special?_ Oiran spoke of sweet things to customer, appealing to them. Often, they would say the same sentence to different customer. _Catch me...no…she didn't mean to 'catch' her but to buy her! Catch me__（つかまっておくれやす__; tsukamatte okureyasu__）__would turn to 'Please buy a wife' __（つまかっておくれやす__; tsuma katte okureyasu__）__! She was asking Jun-han to redeem her!_

Praying deep within my heart for Egawa's safety, I found myself confused. _I'll have to send someone to check on Jun-han. Until Shinsengumi finishes their business here tonight, I wouldn't be able to do anything yet._ That moment, a shout was audible. The shout indicated that men of Shinsengumi indeed had reached Sumiya. There was no use in being worried. I had to keep myself calm regardless of situation.

Flipping the next page to a new entry of Izu's diary, something caught my attention. _There's a month gap from the previous entry with this entry. 'For the first time in my life, I am truly frightened'? What happened during the time? _Discomfort spread through my shoulders and my skin became two times sensitive towards the coldness of night. _'Jun-han said he had murdered someone who wanted to redeem me. He said he would kill me next. I am frightened but I can't show this to anyone. Not Hima, not Fubuki and definitely not Sayaka-sama. What should I do now that I am with a child?' …Izu was with a child? I know nothing about this!_

Taking a deep breath as I kept reading to the next entry to look for any clue of what was happening next. I can't believe this… _'Akira-han came. He finally came. I told him about his child within my stomach but he didn't seem pleased. Hearing upon the news, Akira-han set his palm on me. He hit me. After pushing me away, he left. Unknown to him, my belly hit the desk and pained. I lost my child.'_

"Shin-ya." A voice called, causing me to look towards the source reflexively. "What are you reading?" It was Saitou; my beloved.

"A book of poems, Saitou-han." I folded the book and placed it on the desk. After that, I kept my hands within my sleeves to hide them. Grasping on my sleeves, I sealed away my almost bursting frustration. With my nails digging into my flesh, I could feel blood emerged from under my skin. _It seems it is fate that we have to meet…Akira._

"What have you done?" Saitou questioned. His eyebrows frowned. Was it anger or was it sorrow drawn on his face? I had no idea.

"I have done nothing." I said.

* * *

><p>[1] There were three phases in order to be acquainted with a Tayuu. A customer's manner was judged by Tayuu without looking straight at the customer. A tayuu wouldn't speak or sit near the customer at first phase. In second phase, a Tayuu would sit near the customer. In the third phase, a Tayuu would pour sake into customer's cup and begin to steal glances. Once all three phases were done, the customer was allowed to enter a Tayuu's room. Then, they could speak freely.<p>

[2] A common samurai hair style. Bald in middle and the side hairs were tied up into a knot on the bald part.

[3] Japanese chess.

[4] It is derived from 'nee-san' or 'onee-san' which means 'older sister'.
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Chapter 13

"Shin-ya! Come on, quick! You can't let Master Ueda wait!" Sayaka quickened her steps, climbing down stairs. "Come on, Kumo and Rin! Stick close to your sister and make sure you don't put shame to our name!"

"Don't worry, everything will work well, Sayaka-sama." I said as I climbed downstairs after Sayaka. Kumo and Rin followed closely from behind as they lifted up the hem of my clothes in order for me to walk without difficulty.

For the special day, Sayaka left Sumiya to her cousin, Hotaru and came to Wachigaya to prepare me to be delivered to Ueda, a high-class samurai. Ueda had heard of what had happened and held an unusual interest in me. The messenger said that Ueda would like to meet me in person and that I was to be sent to a certain location without leaking the information to unnecessary people; including my personal guards. For such precautions to be taken, I could only assume that the man called Ueda was an important figure either supporting shogunate or supporting chosu clan.

Sliding my feet into my koma-geta, I stood straight and walked out of Wachigaya. Entering the waiting palanquin, I placed myself comfortably inside. Rin and Kumo were in another palanquin.

Looking out through the little window of the palanquin, I glanced at Mitsuo who hid behind the crowds; disguised as a hairdresser. I had asked him to visit at dawn and I had passed to him a letter. Within the letter I asked him to take over the mission temporarily and I had asked him to search through Fubuki's belongings. Should he meet any difficulties, Reiji was there to help. My heart was at ease.

Positioning myself to sit comfortably, I faced front. "Please, move on." I told the palanquin riders. Slowly, I felt being lifted up. Thus, I was sent to a private estate.

OmO/

Entering the entrance to the great house, I was welcomed by two maids who led me to the top room. Kumo and Rin followed closely from behind, and lifted up the hem of my clothes when I had to climb upstairs. When I reached the top floor, I found myself in front of the door. My two attendants slid the door open and I was surprised. There was no man in the room but another oiran of the same class. With my astonishment hidden, I entered the room and placed myself sitting at the right side of the room. Kumo and Rin sat at both my sides after shutting the door close.

"My name is Kin." The oiran spoke, her eyes smiling at me.

"…" Finding the situation awkward, I bowed slightly at her and kept my face straight towards the wall across me. _What does master Ueda plan to do? In anyway, I'll have to make him drunk first. Surely, such situation favors to Kin as well._

"Ueda-han won't come." Kin said, grinning broadly. "I'm the one who called you by using Ueda-han's name." She chuckled.

"Kumo and Rin, you two wait outside." I told them without a glance at them. Soon, they took their heels and exited the room. Positioning myself to face Kin, I looked straight at her eyes. There was a different aura from her. She was not like any other oiran. "Why?" I asked.

"I want to defeat you. Ueda-han is helping me a hand just to invite you." Kin replied.

"Defeat me?" I questioned. "You are famous enough to rule the Shimabara. Why is there a need to defeat me who has just risen? I am not a threat to your popularity, Kin."

"I don't want to hear that from you, Shin-ya. You don't know how many customers I have lost to your Sumiya." Kin stood up from her seat and approached me slowly step by step.

"True, I know nothing about that but it's how the world of oiran works." I replied.

"I am the most beautiful rose of Shimabara now that Izu has disappeared but you appear and turn the tides over." Kin spoke. "I want to see it for myself, what you worth of."

"I am not obliged to do it." I replied, not wavering upon her provocation but what came next was an unexpected approach.

"How is Saitou-han?" Kin smiled wide as she stopped a step away from me. My eyes turned to look at him sharply upon reflex. I held back from making unnecessary movement as I had already indicated that I had taken a penchant on Saitou. There was a bold aura coming from Kin. It was just correct to think that Kin was planning to destroy me—my plan.

"How is Juurou-han? Hoshi-han? Well, the others don't matter much." Kin slid open the door and two maids entered with a wooden board of Igo. "According to the rumor, you had your mizuage with Saitou-han but he isn't getting the proper attitude from Sumiya." Kin continued. The speech made me truly unpleasant. I had never thought that I would be thoroughly searched by someone else who had nothing with the case that I had been working on—no, Kin could be an accomplice of the devil.

"What of it?" I asked, staring at the wall across me as I braced myself for questions which might have a thing or two to do with the kidnapping and murdering case. Within such situation I couldn't afford to show any weakness. If Kin meant to snatch away my customers—my informants, I would do everything in my power to halt it. Then, I couldn't afford losing my beloved whom I loved and doubted.

"You don't seem to have any particular affection towards him, huh? You're such a cold woman." Kin shrugged, lowering waist before the Igo board across me. "You don't mind sharing, do you?" Kin giggled.

"Kin!"

"—If you don't like the idea, then… conquer me. Like how you conquer those men." Kin placed the bead of her Igo down on the board in an intimidating manner.

"Conquer you? I have never heard about oiran trying to seduce another oiran." I placed my bead of Igo as well.

"Conquer me as an oiran worthy of the Kottai title and I shall judge as _a man_." Kin grinned. "What shall we do first, Shin-ya?" He looked at me challengingly as he placed his bead.

"Any games you propose…Kintarou-han." I replied, staring back at him.

OmO/

In my life there were certain people who I couldn't win over in many terms. I could never grasp what Izu had had in her mind and I couldn't keep Saitou with my will. There might be an addition within the list—a reserve for Kintarou.

Kin challenged me to many games ranging from board games, card games to word games. We oddly understood each other very much that we kept keeping each other at bay. Each of the games ended with a tie. The pressure of having someone else to halt your movement in the game was hugely disturbing.

"What shall we play next, Shin-ya? I have become obsessed in defeating you. Izu must have taught you well." Kin giggled.

"What about Sa-ke game?" I proposed.

"Ah, who gets drunk first is the loser!" Kin clasped his palms together, smiling widely. "You want to put me to sleep." He smirked, exposing my plan but he didn't seem to know what I would mix within the beverage. Honestly, I didn't think there would be any chance at all to mix the drug since Kin had his eyes transfixed at my every movement.

"I have confidence in tucking people to sleep after rounds of sa-ke." I replied, smiling a little.

"Shin-ya. Surely you haven't met with a man of my kind who sees through all your plans and intentions." Kin spoke in prideful tone.

"Certainly you are the first man to look through me but that's due to our similar profession." I retorted. My blood seemed to boil upon his attitude and speech; I felt pathetic to be provoked

"Perhaps. I have the confidence that even if I don't have this profession, I still would be able to look through you." Kin giggled but it subsided quickly. His smile ceased and he spoke, "Let's play another game."

"What is it? If it involves art or literal skills, I suggest we look for a judge." I added.

"We need no judge. Tell me, Shin-ya. What are you planning to do by keeping yourself white? Why do you force yourself to lie to the world? Why won't you resign to the fate of being an oiran?" Kin stood up, marching towards me and threw me onto the floor. With one yank of my obi he had me undressed. Swiftly, he lifted up the hem of my clothes, revealing my flesh.

"You—"

"—You haven't given away your mizuage! You want to keep it for Saitou-han, don't you?"

"Stop!" Pushing Kin away with all my might, Kin stepped backwards. However, Kin was a man and the difference between our strength was clear. He came back at me soon.

"Don't you think it's weird for an oiran with Kottai title to be virgin? How? How did you fool those men? I will not agree with this until I know what trump you have under your sleeves!" Kin swung his hand down on me, letting his palm hit my left cheek hard. Grabbing the collar of my clothes, he threw me back on the floor.

Groaning in pain, I attempted to get back on my feet but Kin hovered above me and pinned me down; his knees pinned my legs and his left hand held my wrists together above me. My struggle was futile at that point. His right hand went to the hem of my clothes. As he did so, he chuckled; low and hostile.

"You should be true to your job, Shin-ya…" Kin brought his right hand slithering from my right ankle upwards to my thigh.

"No. Stop! Kin!" I pleaded but he wouldn't stop. His fingers reached for me and caused me to tremble helplessly. My skin became sensitive upon his touch, sensing every little movement in refusal. Teasing me so easily, Kin chuckled. Moaning upon his actions, I was guilt-ridden. _I'm sorry, Saitou-han. _Crushed under the guilt, I wished I could die right there but I knew it better than anyone that I must live.

"You are keeping yourself virgin for Saitou-han…and here I am to ruin it." Kin spoke; deep and serious. Leaning downwards, he pecked on my nape as he teased me. Curling my fists strongly as I withstood with the ordeal which was being bestowed to me, I felt greatly sinful—greatly sinful towards my precious.

"I…have my reasons!" I attempted to persuade Kin.

"What kind of reasons? Are they reasonable enough for you to be faking relationships, even to Hoshi-han, your supposed-patron?" Kin whispered into my ear. He nibbled on my left ear as he kept teasing.

"I've lost my precious…"

"That is not interesting at all, Shin-ya. I have lost my precious as well!" Kin's voice became louder. He sounded dissatisfied.

"I've lost everything except for my love! I am letting him go because of the path I have chosen!" I shouted. "I'm giving him up but I can't stop loving him."

Retracting his hand from me, Kin scoffed and spoke. "Blood…huh?" He chuckled. He removed himself from me, releasing me from his cage. However what happened next was the true ordeal.

Kin pulled my hips close to his. It was all clear to me what he intended to do with me. I struggled hard against his atrocious intention. I clawed on the floor, attempting to crawl away but Kin had taken my waist custody. "On four, Shin-ya. On four." He demanded as he pinned his knees on my legs. With one move, he had what he wanted.

"You will tell me of your secrets, Shin-ya." Kin spoke as he moved his hips.

"…No…Ah…No…" Tears which had been welling up my eyes finally poured. At that moment, guilt had completely destroyed me—but not my will. Digging my nails into the tatami floor, I put up to the pain which coursed my core and I gathered my courage.

_I mustn't be defeated. I mustn't tell him about my plan to capture men of Chosu. I must make sure he isn't an accomplice of the culprit beforehand._ Considering the need to lure him, I opened my mouth. "Other than love…I bear hatred within my heart. I want revenge."

"…" Kin looked at me skeptically, perhaps wondering what I meant by 'revenge'. With my beloved still alive, he must have found it funny how I had hatred blossomed within my bosom. "You said you have lost your precious, correct? Then you should understand how painful it is to live. If I had lost my beloved, I would have ended my own life… but you didn't. Kin, you are a strong person. You must have found someone worth living for. Am I wrong?" Slowly turning my head to look at him intently, I spoke.

Kin set his eyes upon me; slightly taken aback. He must have reminisced upon his pain in the past before he reached his glory.

"Izu disappeared, Kiku died, Midori died, many other oiran were murdered, and many others were injured. We, oiran are one family… but why am I losing them to someone I don't know! Why were they harmed?"

"Do you think I would pay my sympathy on you?!" Kin shouted as he moved his hips.

"Ugh—I had another pair of kamuro before the current ones. In the night of Autumn, they were suffocated under water… I couldn't forgive the cruelty which fell upon them… I couldn't forgive myself as their sister who couldn't protect them! I couldn't give them the warmth they should have received!" I retorted.

"What of that?!" Kin set his heart hard, not allowing his sympathy to take the better of him but I knew I must let him pity me. I had to make him pity the poor me to have him as my pawn.

"That night, I vowed to look for the culprit! I devote myself to my hatred before devoting this body to my job." I let my emotions took over me and my voice shook as tears poured rapidly.

"…I am asking how you fool those men?! Not about what you have lost!" Kin sounded as if he was losing to his own heart. He was starting to pity me. Here, I set my coup de grace.

"I can only live alongside love and hatred! I hate those who took my dearests away but I can't stop loving my beloved whom I doubted!"

"Live alongside…love and hatred? I…see…" Kin frowned. Perhaps he was regretting what he had done because he immediately released me. He fixed his clothes and approached me carefully. Reaching a hand out, he propped me to a sitting position before fixing my clothes. It made me wonder if I had struck his sympathy.

"Something drives you so far and I have ruined it all. I have disrespected you." Kin spoke. He placed his hands on the floor in front of him and bowed deeply. "I have lost someone precious but …you have suffered more. I apologize." He continued.

Unable to say a word, my heart was still clawed by the sense of guilt—the feelings as if I had betrayed Saitou. It was by far the cruelest thing I had ever done. _I'm sorry. I'm really sorry… I must make everything worth. I must turn everything to my advantage._ "Tell me."

"I lost my lover. He was jealous seeing me with someone else and he decided to commit suicide before my very eyes." Kin sighed heavily. His eyes were sad and his lips curved into a solemn smile. "He was a retainer of the Shogun but he died in waste because of me. If only I had refused the customer that day… If only the man from Chosu clan hadn't sent a provocative letter to my lover…he wouldn't have died." Kin shook his head, taking his breath in order to keep himself calm.

_Man of Chosu clan… Kin has nothing to do with the case then? _

"How are you able to live?" I asked.

"As you have said. 'Live alongside love and hatred'. I have fallen in love again despite it is being forbidden. We are not allowed to bear affections but I did and I am still harboring it. Even though I have found love…I still can't forget the warmth in the past as well as the coldness. I still think of him dearly even after his death."

"Do you hate…men of Chosu?" I continued.

"…To the extent of killing them in my mind. Every time I serve them I can't help but to have such evil thoughts." Kin chuckled. Stretching out a hand, he placed his palm on my cheek. "I am sorry…for what I have done. If I can atone for my sins…please, let me."

"Kintarou… Kin, I want to help this country. Will you lend me your power?" I looked straight into Kin's eyes, hoping to get him to my side. What I did was the opposite of what I was feeling but my hatred was taking control and my feelings were telling me to make use of Kin as revenge.

"Help this country? How?" Kin looked surprised. "What about your revenge?"

"I have my own plan but I am looking for the man who has the highest probability to be working behind all the murder cases. Would you help me?" I invited.

"If it means I can atone for my sin, I would gladly do it. Who is it?" Kin's eyes gleamed hopefully. He seemed determined to do whatever it took just to earn my forgiving.

I knew I wasn't supposed to forgive him for robbing away what I had been keeping safe for my precious. I knew I wasn't supposed to be calm. As redemption for what he had done to me, I would have him as my pawn.

"I want you to write down the names of Chosu men and send a messenger to notify the Shinsengumi. You know how to do it with sa-ke game. However, should you find a man called Akira, you have to notify me as soon as possible." I explained.

"Akira… who is he and what has he done?" Kin asked.

"…According to a man he hired, he killed Kiku and I found out that he had abused Izu and had had their child killed when Izu was pregnant." I spoke, staring into Kin's eyes. "I won't forgive him."

"What do you want to do with him?" Kin retorted.

"Just bring him to me."

"Regardless of which clan he belongs?" Kin questioned.

"Regardless."

After a talk about how the country was doing, I convinced Kin that men of Chosu were our nemesis and I had him as my pawn. He showed strong resolve in the plan and he agreed strongly that the Shogunate should rule instead of the Emperor. Thus, our meeting ended with nothing but a trade between us—my forgiveness with his loyalty.

Exiting the horrid place where I lost my diamond, I found myself further ambitious to meet the man who had tortured Izu and killed Kiku. He could have killed the others as well. There was a possibility that he was watching over me closely. I couldn't grasp his intention but there was no other objective but to look for him.

_It's only a matter of time before I find you…Akira…_

It didn't take long until I was notified by Kin that one of his men found someone called 'Akira' and that Akira was indeed a man of Chosu. I was one more step closer to the truth and I was excited—excited to pass down punishment to him.

OmO/

"What…is the meaning of this?" Returning to Sumiya, I found myself staring at my room in horror. The walls were decorated in red writings—big and small of the same word. _Death._

"We have no idea." Mitsuo admitted, looking apologetic.

"Did you witness anyone near my room during my absence?" I turned to Reiji.

"No, Kottai. We guarded the door as we usually do but we don't see anyone getting near to your room. Most of them would take the other stairway." Reiji explained.

"…The culprit must have climbed in from the window. We must prevent this from happening again. We lack subordinates…" Taking a deep breath, I kept myself calm.

"Clean this up. I shall sleep in another room tonight." Stepping out of my room, I marched to an empty room. Shutting the door, I sighed in relief. There was an odd throbbing sensation left beneath my core. What it meant, I didn't know.

OuO/

Several days had passed since I made a connection with Kintarou from the neighboring ageya. Adding his web of connections would surely lure Akira out soon. I was certain of it.

During those several days, Kouichi came frequently with flushed cheeks which turned redder for every glance he threw at Hana. Everything was crystal clear in my eyes so I granted them permission. Oddly, they didn't need any words. They only needed eyes to speak of their affections. With hands in hands, they gazed at each other. It made me jealous of them and it made my remorse gravely painful.

When I was away, something must have happened between them which triggered their affections to join. I left them to their own and took a walk to the terrace where I met with a spirit before.

It had been a while since I saw Saitou…but it felt like eternal. Was it due to the remorse I felt or was it truly because I missed him? Having thoughts spinning in my head, I ended up wondering if he had abandoned me—if he had stopped loving me. There was love inside my heart, keeping me alive. However, there was doubt which loomed around, causing me to feel restless. Then, there was guilt which pierced through my heart, making my heart bled.

A moving shadow caught my eyes. Turning my gaze to the source, I found my heart which I thought was dry, blooming roses again. Instead of remorse which overwhelmed me… it was love. The man I loved was there, staring back at me so dearly like he had never done before. How blessed I was. He had climbed up to the second floor, up to the terrace where I stood.

"Saito—"

"—I'm here to kidnap you." He said as he climbed over the fence and stood beside me.

"Kidnap me?" I questioned. His particular word came like rain pouring down after a long summer—the long waited moment. Then there was no wasted movement needed. With one swoop, he had me on his shoulder and he was on his way downstairs where Sayaka would be. It was not long until Sayaka gasped for air in surprise.

"S-saitou-han, what on earth are you doing with Shinya—" Sayaka asked.

"—I'm buying her." Saitou replied bluntly, causing crowd of men to whisper in doubt. They were glaring at Saitou as well.

Hearing so, there was a huge happiness bursting within my bosom but there was fear as well. Would my revenge come to an end? What about Kiku? What about Izu? What about… Beni and Kana? What about what I had been doing?

"W-we shall talk in Shin-ya's room." Sayaka tried to keep herself composed as she led the way to my room. Thus, I was carried to my room.

"You said you are going to buy her. How much are you going to offer? You won't get any woman like Shinya anywhere." Sayaka spoke, staring at Saitou with the sense of superiority. However, Saitou wasn't the type to lose to a mere intimidation.

"500ryo[1]. I'll bring the money tomorrow morning." Saitou offered. The amount he said surprised Sayaka and it definitely pleased her.

"No." I retorted. _I don't deserve you. I, who have betrayed you. Finally…finally you are going to redeem me but I can't leave here. I can't go with you. I'm sorry. I am truly… sorry. I'm too dirty._ Clutching on the inner fabric of my sleeves, I held myself back from my whim to be his. Within my heart, I repeatedly told myself that I had failed him. Unable to forgive myself, I put myself within the borders I created.

"1000ryo." I braced myself to look at Saitou's eyes. For an instant I felt as if I was losing but I had to persevere. It wouldn't be easy to earn a thousand ryo. While Saitou went to look for the exact amount of money, I must end my revenge. If I wanted to be his…I had to finish what I had started.

"You have you give 1000ryo tomorrow morning. Otherwise, you shall work to reach that amount to buy me." I added. _I have to postpone this as long as I can._ In the eyes of men, it was as if I refused the offer but I knew that Saitou understood why I did so. He stood up and excused himself. Therefore, our business came to a halt.

"...Are you sure you are fine with that?" Sayaka asked. There was uncertainty painted on her face. It made me wonder if she really cared about me or she was trying to find out what I felt towards my own decision. I was certain Sayaka was just concerned if I left Sumiya and she had to go into trouble in picking up the next Tayuu.

"I am fine." I spoke while my heart fought to deny it. _It's for the best. He must have known what I meant but it'll be better if he took it as a rejection from me. In the path of demon, there is no emotion._ Perhaps I was wrong but I had decided to walk this path of hate. Then let me carry the burden to the end of my life.

I thought the path that I chose was right; looking for my elder sister, searching for revenge for those kamuro and those oiran. One by one I caught man of Chosu and contribute to my country. It was an honor but in one night everything turned for the worst.

OuO/

"Kottai! Kottai! Bad news!" Mitsuo came running into my room; breathless and pale. In his palm was a crumpled paper.

"What is it? I know people are quite restless today but what exactly is happening?" I tilted my head from Izu's diary that I was reading to face Mitsuo. I kept the diary in my drawer and sat facing Mitsuo. "Speak."

"..The…the emperor…Emperor Komei is dead!" Mitsuo informed.

"What did you just say?!" It came to me as a huge warning. I thought I had had the movement of anti-shogunate within my palms but I was clearly wrong. What I had been doing had turned in vain. To think that they would pull such trick… they must have been rather desperate ever since men of chosu were frequently captured.

"Kottai, what shall we do about this? Emperor Komei, despite wanting to take this land for himself, was definitely one heart with the shogunate in repelling the outsiders from coming in." Reiji leaned on the door frame, showing a rather worried face.

"I heard Emperor Komei had smallpox and he was healing well…but why did he die out of sudden?" I wondered. There was an uncomfortable lurch within my heart. It was as if peace was ceasing.

"What do you think caused his death?" Reiji asked.

"He was assassinated." I cupped my chin, pondering. "Perhaps, poison."

"But why and by whom?" Reiji returned with more questions.

"There should be plenty of men who hated him. It is highly possible from someone who is anti-shogunate. The Emperor is nothing but a pawn to get this country. However, the problem doesn't lie in the culprit… but it lies in who will lead." I responded.

"Who? Wouldn't it be…Mutsuhito-sama or officially known as Sachinomiya-sama?" Mitsuo added. "But Sachinomiya-sama is too young to rule! He is still fourteen or fifteen years old! So…"

"That's right. His grandfather from his mother side, Nakayama Tadayasu would control from behind. He was the councilor to Emperor Komei but unfortunately, Nakayama Tadayasu is an anti-shogunate. With him leading from the background, we won't know what will happen to us."

"Is there anything that we can do to prevent any further movements?" Reiji asked.

"Nothing." I replied as my heart drowned itself into seas of frustration. _What should I do…? What will happen to Shinsengumi? How will Saitou-han respond to this? To think that alliances of anti-shogunate would advance to such extent…_

"In anyway, we mustn't let any of the anti-shogunate know that we are capturing men of Chosu." I continued.

"Does that mean we will be continuing our course of actions like usual?" Mitsuo asked.

"Yes."

* * *

><p>[1] Ryo was a gold unit of currency. One ryo was about four koku(A <em>koku<em> of rice weighs about 150 kilograms) or 1000 brass coins.


	17. Reply to IttyBittyTidbits

I am very pleased to see your constructive critism.

I apologize for the confusion of the 'settings' or the description of the place and other details. This is my first mystery so i am brain-storming it first and leave the other details later when i have finished writing the story.

About Shinya's room, it is obvious that it is room for entertaining the guest but also her room. I think you missed out the footnote which i inserted later about Okiya and Ageya. You might notice that Shinya went back and forth from Wachigaya and to Sumiya. It is not that important to the story but it has a relation to the history or cultural factor.

About Shogunate. It was in the period when the power of Shogunate fell into loop of uncertainty. It is given for the civilians to care and think of their motherland. In the past, civilians had their own thinking about Shogunate and Anti-Shogunate. They were critical about new changes. I hope it explains why Shinya feels insecure about Anti-Shogunate's rebellion. And i assume you have missed out the historical footnote i had inserted in the later. The Shogunate had been ruling for thousand of years and then the Anti-Shogunate came proclaiming that the proper ruler of Japan was the Emperor. This is the point where the "Sonno Joi" ideology comes in. I don't want to confuse the readers with so many things to think. I want them to focus to the mystery and Shinya's thinking. The politics stay where they are with several points which lead to the culprit.

Shinya 'was' the control and she 'was' the center of the action. Shinya tried to help the Shogunate so far as she could. It wasn't only because she supported Shogunate but also because her love was Saitou. It should be obvious that she wanted to keep her love safe. During the era, the strong ones killed the weak ones. If anti-shogunate were to win, of course Shinsengumi would not go away alive.

I believed you missed out the scene where Shinya found out there was a relation between the oiran murder(and Izu's kidnapping) case and Chosu Clan. I will clarify why Shinya tried to get her subordinates to drug the customers to sleep. They wanted to get as many evidences as they could. While the customers fell asleep, the girls would look around for their items and find out if there was any clan symbol or name which indicated the identity of Chosu men.

About the mention of Saitou, i don't quite remember but it's up to readers, really to believe who the characters really are. no spoilers! ;) to be honest...from all of my beta-readers they don't seem to suspect Saitou at all. Still, it's mystery and it's one of its joy to play guessing!

Now, why would Chosu men make any difference with the search of the culprit? Chosu men at that time were banished out of Kyoto yet they were sneaking in, trying to burn down Kyoto and they did try to provoke Shinsengumi by sending limbs of oiran to the entrance. Do you see the connection yet? Only men who opposed Shogunate's subordinates would do such thing and only the culprit would kill the oiran.

If you get confused towards the middle, you are doing just fine.I purposely made it confusing. Don't worry, you are doing just fine.

I find it more flow-breaking if i stated "Reiji's POV" or "Saitou's POV" so i'll leave it to readers' critical thinking and imagination.

About Kintarou...i am not 100% sure there was male oiran but according to my source(which is quite reliable), there was male oiran. Well...this is fiction anyway. So an addition of uniqueness won't hurt, right? Or do you think Kintarou's presence would give a damage to the story?

"and loose ends tied up, pacing more consistent, scenes fleshed out when they need to be instead of being concluded suddenly in one sentence, motives and character conflicts emphasized."

This depends on the importance of the scene. You might see some scenes are emphasized greatly and some are not even being emphasized. It is all based on the importance of the scenes and...i am still amateur in mystery writing but i am trying my best to arrange the scenes that will or might entertain(or anger or sadden) readers.

I am very happy with your effort in thinking and analyzing it through and i hope i am not making it even confusing _


	18. Chapter 14

Chapter 14

The whole country mourned for the loss of its Emperor and no one would mourn for the loss of a rose in Shimabara—except for myself. Longing did no justice while patience could only torture.

Men of the Shogun worried and paced back and forth due to the sudden death of the Emperor. What caused them to be restless lied within the fact that they were in disadvantage once the heir took the throne with the councilor controlling behind the stage. We could only hope and do our best to keep everything in order.

Little did we know that everything was rushing straight into hell.

OmO/

Oiran were sold—oiran were bought. They were taken away so they could be given happiness as a woman but what they received was a judgment of death. Although it no longer astonished me, it still frustrated me. It was to my understanding and comprehension that everything needed process and time, but it was getting on my patience which then formed into a sort of torment.

"Kottai, we have searched through Fubuki's belongings as you have ordered the previous day." Reiji whispered.

"Well?" I looked up from Izu's diary I was reading. It was break dawn right when the sky started to turn bright slowly. The sun peeked through the hill as if to ward of the darkness but the murk was still lurking within the ageya, Sumiya.

"We found several letters written with Chosu clan's symbol on." Reiji seemed very concerned. "What do you plan to do now, Kottai?"

"…What about other report?" I prodded, avoiding Fubuki's case.

"For the past two weeks, four oiran were redeemed." Reiji reported.

"How's the end?"

"Dead." Reiji replied bluntly. He looked at me and his eyes were as if they were asking for my choice of action. He seemed gallant to accomplish whatever order I would give.

"What about the time gap?" I continued to ask.

"An oiran was killed every three days." Reiji answered.

"How were they redeemed? Proxy?" Putting the diary aside, I shifted my seat to face Reiji. The fire at the candle flickered as soft wind went through the room from the opened window.

"Yes, by a man named Kuroda Kai." Reiji responded.

"Kuroda Kai? Who is he?"

"I have no clear idea but he is a servant of the household."

_Kuroda Kai…Kai? Aki…ra…Kai…Aki…Kai…Kuroda Kai is Akira! He's buying those girls!_ Upon the sudden realization, a fume of rage overwhelmed my heart. It made me all wonder what grudge Akira could have against us, oirans—against me. Clenching my fists in anger, my conviction was strengthened. _No. Wait. He is a proxy? Akira is not the mastermind?_ With the second realization, I felt the burning hatred flickered within my heart.

"Kottai—" Reiji voiced.

"—Kottai, you have guests waiting." Kumo and Rin entered and bowed respectfully.

Standing up on my feet, I kept my fists within my sleeves and marched my way out of my room. _Obligation comes first, Shinya._ I told myself. As I stepped out of my room, Reiji's head seemed to drop downwards. His eyes looked gloomy. He was about to say something but I couldn't possibly let my precious lords waiting.

My presence left him.

OuO/

"Oh! Shimabara's duck is here! Ahahaha!" One of my regulars; mister Yuichiro chirped.

"That's not very nice, isn't it?" I pouted as I entered the hall. Glancing at him with a small smile which disappeared once I faced the others. _They are new._ One sufficient glance was all it took to comprehend. Placing myself at one corner, I sat with grace.

"Ahaha! Of course! You are now a Tayuu! A Kottai!" Yuichiro chased after me and sat beside me. "These are my friends! They just arrived to Kyoto so I'm showing them around." Yuichiro introduced.

"Welcome to Shimabara." I bowed; welcoming.

"Oh! Well done! Well done, Kottai! I hope we are not much of a nuisance here!" They laughed.

"Thank you very much, Yuichiro-san! To show us such a sight!" Among them, one spoke. He was way younger than Yuichiro—perhaps in his twenties.

"Oh no! It is my pleasure to introduce Shinya Kottai to you all! Hahaha! This is what we call brothers!" Yuichiro chuckled. "Eat up! After the meal Kottai will show you her dance!"

Raising their chopsticks, they began chowing down the food without a concern of manners. Urged by the whim to see me up and move, they weren't aware of the sight they were showing. Yuichiro must have thought that I would tolerate it upon his reputation. However, it was not to my liking that crumbs of food flew off their mouths here and there. _Although they are new to Kyoto and to Shimabara… certainly they would mind their manners, wouldn't they?_

Glancing at Yuichiro, I understood. Yuichiro didn't tell them of the rules applied in Sumiya and in front of a Tayuu.

"Where is everyone from, if I have the pleasure of knowing? I've never stepped out of this place so I am curious." I spoke, pouring sake into Yuichiro's cup.

"W-we are from Edo!" A man responded; slightly stuttering. It was a lie I heard. His eyes were not focused on mine.

"I see." I ended the conversation. My eyes flew to Yuichiro and I could see his desperation to get to me. His eyes gleamed with the sense of superiority. He must have wanted me to favor him over everyone else. My eyes turned to those men and caught the images of dirty clothes and dirty feet. _They must have been starved for a few days on their way here…deliberated by Yuichiro._

"Kumo, Rin, get on your feet." I spoke; low but not too low so that the horde could still hear me.

"Oh! Kottai is going to present her dance!" Yuichiro cheered happily. There was lust reflecting in his eyes as he looked at my every movement.

Standing up on my feet after Kumo and Rin, I proceeded to take a step and another. The horde cheered and clapped for me but little did they know that it was not in my consideration to dance. I hadn't even informed the instruments player to hit their strings. Therefore, I stepped out of the hall and shut the encore up.

Exiting the hall, I could see Mitsuo and Reiji kneeling by my right and left. Mitsuo must have accomplished the errand and Reiji must have stood-by after I entered the hall. "Mitsuo, Reiji, please excuse our guests to the main entrances."

"K-Kottai! Please! Forgive my brothers' manners! They are from the inner part of Edo and know nothing of this place! I just want to show them the rose of Shimabara! Please, forgive them!" Yuichiro came kneeling and bowing his head on the floor; showing courtesy.

"Come back next time with a better plan." I paid him a glance from the corner of my eye. Once I was done voicing my thoughts, I advanced to my room. On my way there, I could hear running footsteps coming from behind. Wondering who it was that called out to me, I spun to have a look. _It's the young man._

"P-please… c-could I have the chance…to…speak…with…you…?" He gasped for air as he asked.

"May I have the honor to know your name, sir?" I asked as I glanced upon his dull appearance. He was no amusement to me. I was ninety nine percent sure he wouldn't be any use of me in my mission. Nevertheless, I feared for the one percent of crucial information he might possess. Perhaps I had been living too long in skepticism.

"T-tatsuya! My name is Tatsuya! I am a merchant from Edo." He spoke with an unusual brilliance on his face. He seemed oddly happy upon my presence and slight attention. Thinking that he could be of a use for me, I decided to let him come along.

"Come along." I spun and walked my way. Tatsuya cheered behind as he followed obediently. As far as I could sense, there was no nervousness in him which was odd. If it were truly his first time to be acquainted with me, he should have been nervous. There was only jolly atmosphere around him and smiles and slight shyness. From time to time I would find him blushing after stealing glances on me.

_He is…weird but I suppose I can use him…after I make sure he is suitable._ Rin and Kumo slid the door open and let me enter. Entering inside, Tatsuya followed while Reiji and Mitsuo guarded the door.

Lowering my waist to sit, I sat facing him who sat across hastily to follow my pace.

"I-is this what they call… i-intimate?" Tatsuya asked sheepishly. He didn't seem experienced in a man-woman relationship—although he was over the age of obliviousness.

"I suppose you can say that." I responded as I poured a cup of tea for him. Placing it down in front of him, I glanced at him who scratched the back of his head with pink cheeks. His hair was long and tied in a high ponytail. His appearance was better than others in the hall previously.

"Uhm… you won't…take my virginity away right?" He asked abruptly.

"…" Everything went into a black hole.

"Many women want to sleep with me… I know I'm all handsome but…" He continued; boasting himself to the height of the clouds.

_I want to hit him._

"But if it's you… I don't mind." He said bashfully as he bowed his head downward as he scratched the back of his head.

_Can I hit him?_

"Ah, I have heard that you are the rumored brave Tayuu! You protected an oiran and got hurt! Is it true?" Tatsuya proceeded to his next question. It made me wonder what this man was made of.

"Yes." I replied bluntly.

"Then…are you alright now?" He frowned.

"I am fine as you can see." I responded accordingly. _What is coming next? What is he going to ask next?_ I wondered.

"Can I see the scar?" He grinned cheerfully as he requested. Now it made me think that he was no different than any other customers. He was just a normal man who lusted for women. Still, I found it odd for men to get excited over the fact that I had a scar. Perhaps it was the… 'Proof of courage' thing they had within them?

"Why should I let you?" I retorted.

"P-please! Let me see it! J-just a glimpse!" He begged, bowing his head low to the floor. "Please!" With his persistence I thought it wouldn't hurt just to show him a glance of the scar. No, I wouldn't undress myself.

"Very well… if you insist." Reaching my hand to the collar of my clothes, I pulled it downward slightly so that the scar was visible to him. Upon the scar that I had shown, Tatsuya showed me something I had never expected as well. He was full of surprise.

"…ah…" He muttered. His eyes transfixed on the fine line which adorned my flesh and from those grey orbs, tears formed and dropped onto his cheeks. He was stunned and he wasn't moving.

"Tatsuya-han?" I questioned as I arranged my clothes back properly.

"I-I-I'm sorry! I didn't mean to stare so long!" Tatsuya placed both palms over his face; almost slapping himself. He stared downward on the floor for a while with a smile which seemed solemn yet grateful. I didn't understand but perhaps the scar meant something for him and I had no idea why it had something to do with him when he wasn't acquainted to me up to that day.

"…Ah! Thank you very much. I have to go now. I'll come again." He wiped away his tears and smiled. His feet propped him up and brought him out of the room. He was all weird and odd. I couldn't make sure whether he was an ally or a foe.

"The incense is not burnt yet." I tried to hold him back but it was futile.

"If I could wish for one thing, I would wish for your own personal time. You must have been really exhausted with what has been happening." He explained. "I'll come to play some other time." Tatsuya smiled and went away.

_Exhausted? Exhausted with what? With the oiran murder cases? True… but how did he know it's causing headache for me? _My mind ran and it came to me like a lightning. Everything seemed so clear through his words. _'I'll come to play some other time'… 'Play'? _The flames of anger burned vigorously as if it was going to engulf me within. It took my whole rationality not to throw off everything in my room. With my nails digging my palms and teeth sinking in my lower lip, I endured my rage.

_Akira!_ Grabbing the nearest cup, I swung my arm and had it smashed on the wall. Tatsuya was Akira. He was using fake name. _It was him all along!_

"Kottai! What has happened?" Mitsuo rushed in and got on his knees.

"…Nothing." I placed my palm on my temple. "Perhaps I'm exhausted…"

OmO/

Once fury was sealed, tranquility took control as usual. Asagi messed up in front of customer as she still wasn't quite herself .Hence, Sayaka ordered her to return to her room. With bad memories being awakened in the room, she ran to my room instead. Sitting obediently, she seemed to be in a deep thought.

_I wonder how Jun-han has been doing. Is he alright? He hasn't been visiting for a long time._ As I pondered, I moved my brush to compose a verse of poem. _Where did the poison come from? The physician said that there was no poison in the tea nor in the cup._

"—ttai!" A man's voice shook me out of my thought. Still half conscious, I couldn't make what he had said. It must have been Mitsuo or Reiji.

"…a guest. A guest is asking for you." Asagi said.

"A guest?" I repeated in questioning manner. To it, Asagi nodded slowly. She reached out her index finger and pointed to the door. That moment, the door slid open and welcomed the guest in.

"Saitou—" Hoping for him, I spun and gazed upwards. "…-han?

"…I'm sorry. I suppose… I can't help but cheer on you two." A very nostalgic familiar voice rang. It was not only a surprise and relief but it also brought me insecurity. It was such a coincidence that I couldn't believe my eyes. Blinking my eyes, I rose from my seat and reached for him. Placing my palms on his cheeks, I asked, "Are you alright now? It's been so long. Why didn't you send a letter to me?"

"I'm sorry… the treatment cost me a hole in my pouch so I had to work to be able to come. I was too focused that I forgot to send any letter… have I…made you worry?" Egawa asked, smiling apologetically as he scratched the back of his head.

"Of course I am!" I raised my voice, frowning my eyebrows. _I have to ask him properly right now… whether he is related to the murder case or not…or whether he was the one who helped Izu to escape…_ Possibilities ran in my mind, urging me to voice them out.

"I'm sorry…" Egawa apologized, smiling tenderly as he gazed at me.

"Please, have a seat." I offered, beckoning to the spot across where I sat.

"Ah…no. I'm not here to—"

"No! He… no… sister…he… is hurt…" Asagi voiced. Her hands were circling her shoulders as her whole body trembled.

"Asagi…" I reached a hand for her and she gripped it tightly. The trauma seemed to flash within her mind.

"How's the injury?" I turned to Egawa.

"Well… it is still bandaged but it is almost healed. I must have caused her a horrible experience. I didn't…protect her well. I realized too late." Egawa went down on his knees and bowed deeply towards Asagi and I.

"No, you did your best to protect her. You even got injured. Jun-han, please tell me the whole story." Finishing my words, Egawa lifted up his head.

"I'm sorry, Shinya. Can we talk about it next time? I'm here because of reason." Egawa explained; looking calm and serious. "I… bring someone along." He spoke with the sort of smile that indicated loss or white flag. That moment, the door slid open and brought in the man I had betrayed. The same guilt came to torment my heart, crushing it with force.

"I am here to give up on you, Shinya. I bore feelings for you when I was supposed to love Izu. It is not fair for her and I have decided to devote myself to search for her. I am here to cut ties." Egawa remarked. With a sour face, he seemed to force himself to leave the place.

"Jun-han!" I called but Saitou slid the door shut. His action made me sit straight with tension. Gulping down the lump in my throat, I stared into his eyes. Again. His dark orbs seemed to enquire something from within me.

"Why are you here? Your reputation will be smothered black if you are here." I spoke. "Aren't you angry that I asked for a thousand ryo? Haven't you and your comrades had enough of oiran limbs showing up at the entrance of Shinsengumi?" It was a desperate effort. I knew it wasn't going to shoo him away. Yet... nothing seemed to go well with the guilt crushing me; pressuring me.

"Let it be black. Your heart doesn't seem pure as well. Don't they fit?" Saitou took hold of the teapot and poured himself a cup of tea. He gulped it down and placed the cup back to its place.

"…Sayaka-sama wouldn't want you to be here." I retorted.

"Do you want me to be here?" He responded.

"Sayaka-sama won't be happy seeing you here with me."

"Are you not happy?"

It was immediately shut out of words. There was nothing to say. Knowing very well that I wouldn't win, I changed the subject. "Is the culprit caught yet?"

Saitou shook his head and spoke, "You're still looking for Izu." Saitou got on four and crawled slowly towards me. Looking at him closely, his cheeks were apple red. It made me assume that he was drunk before he came.

"How do you know?" slowly moving backwards, I asked.

"You have been receiving guests… a lot of them. News has it that you are not pure. You gave yourself to the Police Chief, Hoshi, didn't you?" He was now inches away. With a push, he had me under him.

"You're not listening, are you?" I questioned.

Leaning down to my neck, he sniffed. "Don't take Izu's puzzle lightly." He whispered. "A man of Chosu seems to hide his actions here. Anti-Shogunate don't seem satisfied until they put Kyoto on flames." His hand reached for the collar of my clothes and yanked it down so that the fine line of scar was visible.

Seeing the situation, Asagi must have thought that it was better not to interrupt so she moved stealthily towards the door and got out.

"Asagi is gone…" I sighed. "You can act like yourself again." Pulling the collar of my clothes together, I tried fixing it.

"It is me all along." Saitou didn't go away. He took my hand in his and yanked my clothes down again. Planting a chaste kiss over my scar, it surprised me that I yelped. Struggling to free my hand, Saitou halted me. "Don't run."

He didn't get it. He wouldn't. The guilt that I bore in my bosom would never disappear…not until I spoke of it. Saitou was an obstacle. The love we shared was a threat for my ambition. Coming to such conclusion, I convinced myself to shut him out for good. "…as you have said. I'm no longer pure."

His eyes widened. He must have been surprised. He knew I had been keeping myself safe… he should get my point by now. However, he wouldn't take a distance from me. He began scoffing at me instead. A smirk surfaced as he hovered above my face and sealed our lips together.

I didn't know what was happening. Did he not mind me? Did he not hate this stained self? Why?

"Kottai!" Mitsuo voiced in a rushed whisper manner.

Pulling away from the kiss, Saitou beckoned me to answer. Hence, I did. "What is it?"

"Kottai, Sayaka-sama is on her way here! She has heard of Saitou-san's arrival." Upon what Mitsuo had said, Saitou offered a hand towards me.

"Come." He said. Hearing upon his word, I was convinced that what we shared was real. Without hesitation, I took the hand. Running out of the room, Saitou stopped his track and passed a pouch full of pennies to Mitsuo. "I'm borrowing her for today. This should deal with the owner." He finished his sentence and proceeded to kidnap me away.

Perhaps I was wrong to take his hand. The contradicting feelings I felt inside…it was making me mad. I wanted to push him away but he always came back. He always found his way back to me. Didn't it pain him to know that I was no longer pure for him to take?

"We have to talk." He said as he pulled me close as we kept our feet running. It was only a matter of time that we got out of Sumiya. With bare feet, I kept up with Saitou's speed. It had been so long since I ran with ease. As I pierced through the autumn wind, my ears caught the sound of the bells which were attached to my anklet. For the first time in my life, the bells made a lovely sound which wasn't the sound of restrain or restrictions. Was it a sin to be so happy? I wondered. Was it my pleasure to savor?

Running as far as we could, we tried our very best to outrun the guards who came after us. Left and Right we went through alleys, oh the never ending loop. However, with Saitou, I could feel my heart warming up and melting the ice wall. We ran so far to Shichijo Bridge above Kamo River. It was far and tough but it felt good to be able to run. Yet, no matter how relieved I felt, the doubt and hatred remained. They had set their roots deep in my heart.

Panting and gasping for breath, Saitou and I couldn't help but to giggle over our success in outrunning the guards. Was it just me or had Shichijo been so crowded?

Saitou reached a hand out to me and put a stray strand of hair behind my ear. It made me worry whether my whole hairdo was a mess. It embarrassed me slightly as well. He seemed to notice it because he made a little smile at me.

Seeing that little smile…made me over conscious of my own feelings. Had he always been so unfair? Had he always been so adorable? Had my heart been his prisoner all along? What a stupid thing to say, I had always been his prisoner and I would always be.

However the smile disappeared soon. It then reminded me of what we were going to talk about. Once we were done with our gasping and panting, we stared off at the river for a while.

"Have you been investigating, Saitou-han?" I asked.

"Yes." Saitou replied. "Egawa Jun is an ordinary man." He added. It surprised me and it was not because I didn't believe in Saitou but I believed my instincts as well.

"But—"

"He is an ordinarily suspicious. I searched around for him but he doesn't seem to leave any suspicious trace. Tell me what you know about him"

"There was a time when I called him 'Egawa' but he didn't seem to notice. When I called him 'Jun', he replied immediately. After that, he asked me to call him Jun instead."

"I see…what else?"

"When Sumiya caught in fire, I ran in to look for him. I asked around the police but they didn't recognize the name. One of them claimed that he was dead. I had no chance to clarify it with Jun-han…" I unveiled what I knew. Saitou listened closely to me and he didn't seem surprised.

"Tell me the moment when he was poisoned." Saitou turned to face me; his eyes eager for the truth.

"It wasn't me. I hadn't touched the cup and teapot the whole day. It was usually prepared by the apprentices. I poured him a cup and he drank it. I wanted to confront him about the case but he vomited blood before I managed to ask." The whole thing about Egawa being suspicious itself was suspicious. However, there was no one else who fit the criteria of the suspect.

"It is unlikely for him to be the culprit. It was unlikely for him to poison himself. He even ran into the burning fire trying to save people." Saitou cupped his chin, pondering.

"Yes. Jun-han has been very kind to people. He also looks determined to look for Izu. He told me that he hasn't found anything about Izu." Yes, Egawa could be a bystander with ridiculously clear alibi. Saitou had done his investigation and believing him or not…would be decided once I had cleared my doubts.

"When I asked you about your involvement with the case…why didn't you tell me the truth?" I asked in tender tone as not to daunt him. I wanted his honest answer. Fortunately, he gave me what I hoped.

"I didn't want to involve you. I want you to leave the case and let the authority handle it." Saitou explained, knowing that I took no other than truths. "You still poke your nose in the matter anyway. Is it that deep that you can't let it go? You won't let it go and become my woman?"

"…you know how precious Izu is to me." There it was again—the pain. It was not given for me to give in to the pain. I still had to clarify another thing.

"Saitou-han…do you remember when there was a limb found in the wrapping of shamisen? I saw a note fell out of your sleeve which was written 'Hima, save me.' and it was Izu's writing…do you know anything about it?" I looked at him closely as not to lose any possible response which could justify my doubts.

"Note? I own nothing of that. Are you sure it's from Izu?" Saitou frowned, showing that he was oblivious to the existence of the note. It cleared my suspicion right away.

"I am sure. It is Izu's writing. Jun-han and I compared two notes. One was from the culprit who somehow managed to enter my room when I wasn't there and the other one would be the note which fell from your sleeve."

"She could be still alive. The culprit might have forced her to write it and slid it into my sleeve." Saitou hypothesized. "Egawa invited me over to Sumiya a few times… Shinya, do you know which clan he is in?"

"No. What is it?" Seeing Saitou's reaction, he must have realized something.

"Is there anything about the culprit that you haven't told me? You have to spill everything out." Saitou held me by my shoulders. Something was odd.

"The culprit is supposed to have golden hairpin or hair ornament."

"I have a golden hairpin." Saitou claimed. "It was stuck in an arm sent to Shinsengumi." He added.

"What does it mean? I don't quite understand what the golden hairpin means." I wondered.

"Me too. Has Egawa given you any ornament?" Saitou continued to question about Egawa.

"Yes. Jun-han has bronze. He gave it to me as present." Reaching a hand up to my hair, I pulled out the ornament to show it to Saitou.

"It's Orange Lily." Saitou commented, frowning. A sudden realization came to me like a revelation from heaven. After all Orange Lily…meant revenge or hatred.

"Jun-han threatened to kill Izu." I remarked.

"How do you know?"

"From Izu's diary. It is actually forbidden to enter Izu's room. Sayaka says it's cursed. However, what would a curse do to an already cursed fate?" Chuckling a bit, I continued. "There was another man mentioned; Akira. He impregnated Izu and he caused Izu to lose her child." Remembering it set me on flames again. It rushed me to look for Akira. It made me eager to pass a judgment on him.

"Egawa is the key. Through him surely we will get what we have been looking for, Himawari!" Saitou shook me by my shoulders. "Though I haven't found anything suspicious from him… That's it. That's enough to have him captured!" Although Saitou didn't smile, there was a particular radiance brimming from his face.

"We mustn't rush, Saitou-han. He will notice something is fishy." I smiled a little.

Perhaps it was too crowded. We were conscious only of ourselves that moment. The time stopped for us to let us reach an answer. Nevertheless, the fate proved to be cruel. Our ears caught a voice from afar, announcing that Sumiya was on fire and the wind was not in favor.

Upon the news, it came to us as natural that we pierced our way through the horde of people towards Sumiya. The way back to Sumiya felt like forever. Embracing worry and fear, I kept my legs moving.

_Everyone, please be safe!_ Knowing the horror of the flames, it made me burden myself with the good relationships I had there. Memories of good friends and sisters urged me to run faster. Saitou took my hand and pulled me close to him. He knew. He knew of my pain and worry. Together, we sprinted back to Sumiya… only to see despair.

One third of Sumiya caught on flames. It was huge and strong. It seemed as if it was a beast, eating on its prey. Men ran here and there trying to put it out but it didn't work that well. Differing from the previous fire, Sumiya had no help from the wind at all. The wind blew the other way, as if ignoring our cries.

"Sister!" A voice called to me causing me to turn reflexively to the source; Yuri and Hana. In tears, they embraced me.

"Where are Kumo and Rin?" I asked, finding no figures of my attendants. "Where is Sayaka-sama?"

"We don't know." Yuri responded. "When the fire spread, Mitsuo went to look for them but hasn't returned at all."

"Reiji? What about Reiji?" Feeling my eyes welling up in tears, I bit my lower lip to keep myself strong.

"Reiji was sent for an errand. We don't know when he will return." Hana replied.

Spinning to face Saitou, he was nowhere in sight. "Where is Saitou-han?" my eyes scanned my surroundings, looking for my beloved.

"He just ran inside." Yuri spoke as she pointed to the burning Sumiya.

"No…" Despair crucified my hope, haunting me with good moments we had shared so far. Being the woman I was, I couldn't do anything but wait and pray. _Where's Egawa? If he is the culprit…surely he is here to help to keep his pretense… If he is not here…he must have sniffed something fishy with me._

It was a nostalgic feeling, waiting and not doing anything. It disgusted me to know that I could be no help. Still… hope didn't seem to abandon us. It wasn't long until Saitou came out with two children in his arms.

"Kumo! Rin!" Dashing to them, I embraced them tightly. "Thanks God…Thanks God you are safe." Perhaps it was due to the comfort of my embrace that they started wailing up. "You're good…you're good." I placated them.

"There were presences of people inside but the fire is too big. It's dangerous to enter." Saitou sighed heavily as he raked his hair backwards.

_Mitsuo…Sayaka-sama…_ Praying in my heart, I kissed Kumo's and Rin's temples. If only I had been in Sumiya, I could have brought Kumo and Rin to safety and with me inside, Sayaka-sama and Mitsuo would guide me outside. Everyone could have been safe if I was in sumiya. I could have prevented it but half of my heart was grateful that I was with Saitou. Reflecting on my disgusting self, I couldn't forgive myself.

Seeing Saitou walking away—to help putting out the fire, I believed—I couldn't help but to call. "Saitou-han." He spun, looking at me so dearly that I couldn't describe how connected I felt.

"Thank you." I gratified. Then, Saitou walked away; knowing him, it could be because of embarrassment or it could be because it was obvious that I was going to thank him. Nevertheless… I hoped it all would end soon.

OmO/

The fire slowly died through efforts of men but it didn't bring any joy. It only brought a grim reminder.

Passing Kumo and Rin to Yuri and Hana, I braced myself to enter Sumiya. Although several men tried to forbid me, I forced my way through. Inside, men were moving victims of the fire in the great hall.

As I gathered my courage to step into the hall, Saitou approached. He put a hand on my shoulder and gave a look to me. It was his way of making sure I was alright. I nodded.

My foot stepped into the hall and my eyes witnessed the grim. Sayaka-sama was lying there; bloodless and lifeless. A red mark circled her neck and I knew it was from a rope. Someone had murdered her. Her body was wet which was why she wasn't burnt.

Gulping the lump in my throat, I continued to the body next to Sayaka-sama. It was half-burnt. I recognized the freckles and other features immediately. It was my friend. It was the man who shed his tears for me. It was him who supported me so far. It was Mitsuo, my loyal friend. Tears poured as I mourned for him. Losing him was my misfortune.

Saitou rubbed his palm on my back, comforting me. That moment, another body was brought inside. Turning my eyes to the body, I felt my tears stop. The body was burnt to crisp that I could barely recognize who it was. It was familiar; the stature, the short hair, the clothes and the…bandana.

"…Jun-han?"


End file.
